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ABSTRACT
The Art of Leadership in Times of Crisis
by Valissa A. Tisdale
Purpose: The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to identify and describe
strategies exemplary Navy command master chiefs (CMDCM) used to lead in crisis using
the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership (sense making, decision making
and coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning; Boin, ’t Hart, Stern, &
Sundelius, 2017) during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020. In addition, it was the
purpose to understand and describe the experiences of exemplary Navy CMDCM during
a time of crisis.
Methodology: This study utilized a qualitative multiple case study research design.
Qualitative data were collected through standardized, semistructured open-ended
interviews. These interviews were used to describe the crisis leadership strategies U.S.
Navy exemplary CMDCMs used to meet the challenge of leading during a crisis,
specifically the COVID-19 pandemic.
Findings: Exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCM interviewed for this study described the
importance of maximizing communication, gathering information, leading by example,
remaining flexible, and self-reflection of leadership strategies as being related to the five
critical tasks of crisis leadership: sense making, decision making and coordination,
meaning making, accounting, and learning.
Conclusion: Based on this study’s findings, six conclusions were revealed to strengthen
the understanding of the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership used by
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exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCM to effectively lead during the COVID-19 health
pandemic of 2020.
Recommendations: This study was conducted through the lens of Navy CMDCM. It is
recommended that this study be replicated using CMDCM serving on board naval
warships, female CMDCM, CMDCM trained in crisis preparedness, and subordinates. It
is also recommended that this study be replicated to understand the training CMDCM
receive prior to being assigned to an installation and the training required to prepare of a
crisis.
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PREFACE
Following discussions and explorations regarding the opportunity to study crisis
leadership during the COVID-19 pandemic using Boin, ’t Hart, Stern, and Sundelius’s
(2017) Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership, two faculty researchers and
seven doctoral students discovered a common interest in studying the strategies
exemplary leaders used to lead in crisis using the five critical tasks of sense making,
decision making and coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning. This
resulted in a thematic study conducted by a research team of seven doctoral students.
The thematic research team applied Boin et al.’s (2017) framework to exemplary leaders
in various fields and organizations.
The thematic research team and two faculty researchers determined a qualitative
multiple case design was most appropriate for the study of exemplary leaders and their
crisis leadership. Exemplary leaders were selected by each peer researcher from various
public, government, for-profit, and nonprofit organizations to study the strategies and
experiences of crisis leaders. Each researcher interviewed five participants for the
multiple case study. To ensure thematic consistency, the team cocreated the purpose
statement, the research questions, the definitions, the interview questions, and the study
procedures.
Throughout the study, the term peer researcher is used to refer to the other
researchers who conducted this thematic study. The thematic team members and the
exemplary leader population they studied were Raymond Andry, superintendents of
urban elementary K-8 districts; Broadus Brooks, U.S. Navy civil service leaders
(GS12+); Marvin Cooks, U.S. Army command sergeant majors; Lutfullah Faareedzia,

xvi

city managers; Sandra Hernandez, urban unified district superintendents; Raymond
Maturino, U.S. Navy officers (command/dept. heads); Maya McMahan, U.S. Army
financial managers/senior noncommissioned officers, and Valissa Tisdale, U.S. Navy
command master chiefs.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
The world has changed drastically since March of 2020. The coronavirus
pandemic has affected more than 200 countries globally. The COVID-19 pandemic has
dramatically changed the nature of social interactions for adults and children alike
(Branscombe, 2020). According to Accenture (2020), research studies on the impact of
the pandemic have shown that it has led to anxiety and fear by many people of all ages.
Moreover, people worldwide were apprehensive of adapting to a new normal because the
pandemic had changed everything they were used to doing (Accenture, 2020). People
had to adjust to a different lifestyle, a different way of doing the simplest tasks such as
purchasing supplies, and a different way of thinking. Fear was running rampant because
individuals were beginning to think about what this pandemic would mean for them and
those they love (Accenture, 2020). Although there is no universally supported style of
managing a crisis, studies have supported the literature that asserts effective leadership
performs an integral role in the success of an organization. For example, Devitt and
Borodzicz’s (2008) study of leadership and crises prompted them to conclude that
leadership is an essential part of crisis management response success.
According to Buchanan-Smith (2011), leadership is the most analyzed subject in
most situations, but now it is gaining more traction during crises. Hence, Dubrin (2010)
defined it as the competence to lead and motivate personnel or groups of personnel
during a crisis to accomplish a specific goal by providing inspiration and focus. Leaders
have the responsibility to organize their followers and act as drivers of change during a
crisis. Furthermore, they need to understand themselves and their surroundings to
provide a comprehensive crisis leadership approach (D. V. Day, 2014).
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Devitt and Borodzicz (2008) described crisis leadership as the pivotal factor in the
effectiveness of crisis management. According to James and Wooten (2010a), it is a
mindset guided by a demeanor that demands success. According to Mitroff (2004),
devising a plan and preparation are essential parts of program management during a
crisis. Hence, this mindset is identified by accepting new understandings, being willing
to learn and take chances, and having a fundamental acceptance that people and their
organizations can come together in times of crisis (James & Wooten, 2010a).
Crisis leadership, as it happens, is more than just saying what is required when it
is necessary to the right people to reduce fear in the face of a crisis (Gigliotti &
Fortunato, 2017). It indicates a process set into motion by a leader to generate change in
the way people behave, their assumptions, and their ability to achieve desired outcomes
(H. Gardner & Laskin, 1995). There is nothing that can test a leader like a crisis because
during a crisis, leaders are relied upon to lessen confusion and present a trustworthy
narrative, a reason, and a solution for the current situation (Boin, 2005; Maitlis, 2005;
Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). However, there is an aspect of a leader’s individuality
that is on display during a crisis event, and an emergency can and will instantaneously
uncover hidden strengths and weaknesses.
For the U.S. military, strengths and weaknesses of leaders can also be uncovered
as a crisis can develop rapidly and create a set of circumstances of such economic or
military importance that the commander and chief of the armed forces or secretary of
defense may have to consider a commitment of forces to meet a mission. It may occur
with little to no warning and immediately require expedited decision making (Joint
Chiefs of Staff, 2011). Therefore, crisis leadership in the military is more concerned with
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enduring issues that may come from leading during a crisis and the ways leaders can
prepare their organizations to better handle these situations over an extended period
(Mitroff, 2011).
When the COVID-19 pandemic hit, neither the United States nor its military was
ready for the velocity and devastation of this global pandemic. Although the U.S. Navy
has had its share of problems associated with the pandemic, sailors have cultivated a
dedicated readiness to keep ships at sea and mission ready (S. Mason, 2020). In addition,
naval leadership remains steadfast in finding innovative ways to respond to this crisis.
To accomplish this, many rely on the senior enlisted leaders at all Navy commands, the
Command Master Chief (CMDCM; S. Mason, 2020). Therefore, it has been suggested
that exemplary CMDCMs must develop fundamental leadership models, lead during
various crises, and respond quickly once a problem is detected. With this in mind,
CMDCMs provide the necessary leadership skills needed to lead during a crisis and are
often called upon to make crucial decisions.
Background

In a crisis, leaders should be perceptive and have the skills required to determine
appropriate courses (Walsh, 1995; Weick, 1988). However, because there are no timetested and proven theoretical frameworks associated with crisis leadership, some authors
offer various concepts and ideas about effective crisis leadership. Moreover, these
authors suggest several skillsets and models needed to illustrate effective crisis
leadership. To further explain, authors Demiroz and Kapucu (2012) found the traits
essential to crisis leadership were flexibility and adaptability in decision making,
cooperating, and communicating adequately with stakeholders and the public.
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Flexibility allows leaders to manage and understand the turmoil that often comes
with crises (Moynihan, 2009). Therefore, leaders must have the ability to be adaptable
during crisis management and model the importance of flexibility because they
demonstrate that universal leadership tends to be flexible (Center for Creative Leadership
[CCL], n.d.). Also, leaders seek current and creative ways of problem solving and
observe disorder not as a threat but as a challenge to overcome in uncertain times (Bolton
& Stolcis, 2008). Thus, these leaders learn to adapt to the developing situations by
maintaining unity, establishing cooperative teams, and quickly addressing issues through
effective communication (James & Wooten, 2010b). In addition, the CMDCM needs to
be aware that oversight is essential to ensure organizations that respond to crises are not
compounding the problem, which leads to rivalries, distrust, and inadequate information
sharing within the organizations. Further, organizations that choose not to cooperate as a
team tend to remain independent, and their leaders fail to integrate as a team and blend
their resource efforts (Boin, 2005).
Theoretical Foundations of Crisis Leadership
Crises involve complexity, chaos, stress, and unforeseen circumstances that
change the way leaders do business (Boin, 2005; Fink, 1986; Mitroff, 2004). This
evolution includes all functions connected to setting goals, making decisions, and
keeping the relationships between all personnel in an organization (Nyenswah, Engineer,
& Peters, 2016). Leaders can and should be adaptive to respond quickly to immediate
change. However, the problem is that sometimes well-intended leaders could be just as
much part of the problem as they are part of the solution (J. Gardner, 1990). So a part of
understanding and exploring crisis management is in understanding the history of
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leadership and the theories representing that history. These theories could include
attribution theory, distributed leadership theory, contingency theory, and stakeholder
theory.
Attribution Theory
According to Coombs (2010), attribution theory focuses on and prioritizes
communication and the significance of public interactions during crisis management. It
highlights how people understand the unpleasantness of a crisis and how they try to
figure out the cause of the crisis. When this theory applies to a crisis, stakeholders
diagnose the crisis’s internal and external responsibility (Coombs, 2010). If the
stakeholders blame the organization for a crisis, that organization is perceived in a more
negative light. Likewise, if they do not equate the responsibility to the organization, the
images will be more positive. The attribution theory is audience based and tries to
understand the elements that shape the crisis characteristics stakeholders make (Wise,
2004).
Distributed Leadership
Spillane and Diamond (2007) described distributed leadership as working
together and unified in a coordinated distribution fashion. The distinguishing trait of this
style of leadership is that it is based on the distribution of leadership between formal and
informal leaders. There is a shared responsibility that enables leaders to understand how
other leadership styles compare to each other. Spillane and Diamond suggested that
distributed leadership has two elements to consider: a leader plus aspect and a practice
aspect. The leader plus aspect asserts that instead of considering leaders as individuals
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who have a specific job, it describes them as team players on a team in which all
members play a role in the leadership and management practice.
Contingency Theories
Contingency theories are behavior-based ideas created during the 1960s, and they
suggest that leaders cannot be influential at all times. These theories assert that to be
efficient as a leader, that leader must meet four contingencies. The most effective
approach is contingent on leader characteristics, follower characteristics, degree of task
structure, and characteristics of the situation at hand (Deckard, 2011). When the
contingency theory is applied in a crisis, it demonstrates similarities between the stances
and response strategies. It also offers different probabilities to consider, such as the type
of threat and the length of the danger (Coombs, 2010).
Stakeholder Theory
This theory examines relationships between an organization and the people of that
organization, internal and external. This theory’s main idea is based on strategic
management, which claims that organizations that understand, commit to, and manage
the relationships with their stakeholders are more likely to endure and flourish in the
future (Freeman & Gilbert, 1987). Thus, Freeman and Gilbert (1987) argued that
organizations should prosper if they learn to understand the distinct groups of
stakeholders and positively address their concerns during a crisis. However, Ulmer
(2001) reasoned that stakeholders could impart a great amount of influence in an
organization, so investing in those stakeholder relationships during precrisis is vital.
A crisis will fundamentally change an organization. It is a hardened threat to the
well-being and possibly the organization’s existence (Waryjas, 1999). Hence, crisis
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management minimizes a severe crisis event’s destructive effects using limited resources
under extreme time constraints. Although damage control is the most obvious point of
managing a crisis, the leader’s heart drives the potential successes hidden among the
dangers through careful planning, proper decision making, and plain good luck (Waryjas,
1999).
During a crisis, a leader in a strategic sense is crucial because influencing others
to make decisions that lead to the organization’s long-term success and survival is vital to
any organization’s success (Levinthal & March, 1993; March 1991). A leader must
strategically exploit the organization’s current abilities and at the same time explore new
competencies (Levinthal & March, 1993; March, 1991). Although the importance of
strategic leadership is often acknowledged, the specific circumstances in which leaders
motivate those they lead are still in the beginning stages of awareness (Smith &
Tushman, 2005; Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996).
Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership
The crisis leadership approach is collaborative, drawing together insights from
many angles. The terms crisis and disaster seem to be the same. They simultaneously
relate to each other because both deal with events that bring about surprising,
unwelcome, overwhelming, and often uncontrollable situations (Hewitt, 1983). To help
clarify this, Boin, ‘t Hart, Stern, and Sundelius (2017) studied and created five core tasks
of crisis leadership: sense-making, decision making and coordination, meaning making,
accounting, and learning.
Boin, ‘t Hart, Stern, and Sundelius (2005) asserted that sense making involves
trying to understand the crisis as it unfolds. It also hinges on understanding and focusing
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on the organization’s limits and figuring out the cognitive range of sense making. So
effective sense making requires a tried-and-true strategy to understand the information,
communicate it to the proper people, contemplate their observations, and develop a clear
picture so everyone understands, analyzes the possible ramifications, and produces what
is needed (Comfort & Okada, 2013).
Meaning making refers to managing a crisis and politically communicating the
situation while maintaining credibility (Boin et al., 2005). It is crucial to assist leaders in
providing hope and confidence during a crisis (Leonard & Howitt, 2007). Leaders must
understand that creating a convincing story will help interpret beliefs about the
importance of the events, problems, and crises. Moreover, members of society will trust
a leader’s interpretation of the situation and look to them to hear a solid plan on how they
will restore things to some sense of normalcy (Rosenthal, Boin, & Bos, 2001).
Decision making includes evaluating alternatives, making vital choices, building
effective teams, starting crisis coordination, and organizing crisis leadership (Boin et al.,
2005). Specifically, leaders identify challenges and attempt to resolve them because
crises bring ongoing issues that need addressing (Hammond & Raiffa, 1998). Research
has shown a common thread filtering through crisis leadership analysis that found leaders
need to expeditiously assess a crisis and make informed decisions (Canton, 2013).
Crisis accounting is the willingness to personally take ownership for
understanding and accepting the task, taking actions to achieve agreed upon results, and
answering the results obtained regardless of the outcome during an unexpected event that
has high levels of uncertainty and threat (Balderson & Sharpe, 2005; Boin, 2019;
Brändström, 2016; McGrath & Whitty, 2015). It is essential to explain what worked and
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what went wrong to allow leadership to gain public trust. According to Weick and
Sutcliff (2002), this creates a culture of awareness and a shared belief that leaders and
subordinates will together cope with whatever crisis they may face.
Learning refers to the response and changes from analyzing the crisis to
strengthening the organization and its systems (Boin et al., 2005). It is a prerequisite for
all leaders to improvise and experiment with different strategies because every crisis is
unique (Comfort, 1999). Learning is also essential during a crisis because a leader should
know what worked during the crisis and what worked at the end (Boin et al., 2005). For
this reason, Boin et al. (2005) maintained that productive learning takes time, requires a
certain degree of inquiry, and requires an understanding that the outcomes may be
unfavorable.
Overall, the public’s expectations of government leaders are to make crucial
decisions and provide clear guidance during times of crisis that create unique challenges
with real-world consequences. However, rather than focusing on an individual-centric
mindset of crisis leadership, Boin et al. (2005) referred to it as a set of tasks that
strategically covers all interests associated with the degrees of situational oversight. This
framework is notably interesting because it indicates that the reader can analyze and
separate significant components associated with a crisis, most recently the COVID-19
pandemic.
Crisis Leadership and Military Leaders
Leadership is a broad term with many characterizations and uses (Bishop, 2013).
In the military, leadership means encouraging others to succeed during a mission by
providing needed confidence, direction, and motivation (Wong, Bliese, & McGurk,
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2003). Further, a crisis is considerably different from any normal situation. If the
problem is not controlled immediately, it can be devastating to an organization from top
to bottom; this is especially true with any crisis. According to Hemus (2015), military
leadership during a crisis requires some understanding of the situation, the potential
impacts of the situation, and the situational awareness needed to take control in life-ordeath situations. It also involves judgment to take the initiative early with minimal
information, which may mean taking risks to conquer the situation (Hemus, 2015).
According to De Wit and Meyer (2010), military leaders should have established
protocols for crisis preparedness and help to maintain a state of readiness; however, there
is little set protocol for preparedness during an unexpected pandemic such as COVID-19.
Statement of the Research Problem
The Coronavirus pandemic has propelled leaders into dealing with challenging
issues in all areas including government, business, education, health care, and military.
The enormous scope of the virus and its randomness made it hard for leaders to handle
(Leonard & Howitt, 2007). Leonard and Howitt (2007) also suggested this pandemic has
the telltale signs of a “landscape-scale” crisis that moves with overwhelming speed and
culminates in a large scale of uncertainty and the feeling of losing control. Yukl (1994)
suggested leadership is still one of the most studied but least agreed upon experiences.
There is a wide range of research to probe the context of leadership when a leader directs
an organization in routine times. However, not much information exists on the study of
leadership in times of chaos and uncertain environments, as revealed by the Coronavirus
pandemic. Notably, the pandemic affected almost everything the Navy did in 2020, from
how the sailors deployed and how the Navy’s contractors built the ships and weapons
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systems to the way sailors and officers were educated and trained. Also, organizational
leaders faced various problems ranging from economic, political, and social issues, and
dealing with a crisis of this magnitude has proven difficult for some leaders (de Silva &
Jonah, 2012).
Crisis leadership research routinely highlights the need for leaders to make crucial
and immediate decisions with little to no detailed information (James & Wooten, 2010b).
A research gap has highlighted how leaders lead during these uncertain times, especially
when they often encounter life-or-death situations. Although there is no one generally
agreed upon definition of leadership, comprehensive studies support the theory that
leadership is vital to the success of a crisis event. For example, Devitt and Borodzicz’s
(2008) study of leadership and crises led them to believe leadership is a decisive
determinant in the validity of a crisis response.
At the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, there were approximately 658
CMDCMs in the Navy, including over 215 assigned to naval warships, with the
remaining 443 assigned to mission critical shore installations and other smaller support
commands. This unique group of enlisted leaders is the most senior enlisted person at
any Navy command afloat and ashore. They work closely with the executive officer but
report directly to the commanding officer on enlisted well-being and war-fighting
readiness. Moreover, they train and prepare enlisted personnel to prevail in the face of
adversity with strength and determination (Navy Cool, 2021). It has been suggested that
because the COVID-19 pandemic has put an unusual strain on all leadership throughout
the Navy in general, CMDCMs have been required to stand ready to lead during a crisis
and make crucial decisions.
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Overall, one might suspect that a far-reaching crisis, such as COVID-19, would
require a different leadership approach and a reexamination of previous beliefs.
However, despite the substantial amount of research on organizational leadership, very
little research exists on officer leadership and being an effective leader that analyzes the
Navy’s senior enlisted leadership skills and practices in response to a military attack,
national pandemic, or other crisis. Because there is a strain on leaders in the military,
especially naval leadership, and given the persistent leadership challenges experienced in
the Navy, it is crucial to learn more about how exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs lead
during times of crisis. According to Perez (2013), “These leaders are responsible for the
personal and professional development of sailors and are tasked with providing
mentorship and training to junior officers so that their hard work and dedication results in
mission success” (para. 4).
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to identify and describe
strategies exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs used to lead in crisis using the Five Critical
Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership (sense making, decision making and coordination,
meaning making, accounting, and learning; Boin et al., 2017) during the COVID-19
pandemic of 2020. In addition, it was the purpose of this study to understand and
describe the experiences of exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs during a time of crisis.
Research Questions
1. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use sense making crisis leadership
strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020?
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2. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use decision making and coordination
crisis leadership strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020?
3. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use meaning making crisis leadership
strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020?
4. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use accounting crisis leadership strategies
during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020?
5. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use learning crisis leadership strategies
during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020?
6. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs describe their experiences as leaders
during the time of crisis?
Significance of the Study
The COVID-19 pandemic has essentially changed nearly every condition of life
as it was known (Wetzel, 2020). Unfortunately, when the pandemic struck, the nation
was not prepared for its speed and devastation. Similarly, the U.S. Navy had its share of
problems dealing with it. Still, sailors continued to have a dedicated readiness to keep
ships at sea where they belong and support facilities ready to meet the mission. In
December 2019, the Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral Mike Gilday, issued an order
directing focus on war fighting, war fighters, and the future Navy. Since then, the U.S.
Navy has used these focus areas to engage this new invisible enemy and maintain fleet
readiness (S. Mason, 2020).
The U.S. military could not wait 12, 18, or more months for a scientist to develop
a COVID-19 vaccine and for its members to get immunized because the damage to
military readiness and the United States’ position in the world would be too significant
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(Cancian & Saxton, 2020). Further, the U.S. Navy had already paused recruit training,
slowed personnel transfers, and forced staff to work remotely. Because war fighting is
the first order, the U.S. Navy needs to stand ready to fight and win, and the response to
COVID-19 is no different. The Navy’s service must simply modify how it trains and
sustains readiness (S. Mason, 2020).
Because COVID-19 will most likely affect the military in the future, it has forced
leaders at the lower levels to be creative when planning and executing training (Kinney,
2020). The phrase “critical thinking” has become a trigger phrase because of the
introduction of this pandemic. It is undoubtedly one of the best-developed leadership
skills for anyone in the organization (Kinney, 2020). Moreover, to make sense of the
significance of senior enlisted military leaders during a crisis, the ability to think outside
the box and create unique solutions to problems is a vital characteristic of leaders,
especially those in the senior enlisted ranks (Kinney, 2020). However, because of the
lack of research on enlisted leadership, these skills are often overlooked in the enlisted
ranks but frequently celebrated within the officer ranks (Kinney, 2020).
Consequently, senior enlisted military leaders must show leadership flexibility
with a strong sense of communication and transparency throughout the organization.
Unlike officers, they are the connective tissue for units throughout the world (Military
Health System Communications, 2020). When ideas and feedback lurk within the
organization’s lower levels, that feedback will never reach the upper levels without that
senior enlisted leader connecting the two. Therefore, using the senior enlisted leader’s
experience and influence to be the executive leadership image is essential in a command
(Military Health System Communications, 2020).
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This study is critical because only a limited amount of research exists on senior
enlisted leadership’s effectiveness in the U.S. Navy during a crisis. Although some
studies exist on senior officer leadership during a crisis, the enlisted component has been
mostly unexplored. This study explains how Navy CMDCMs impact an organization’s
mission, motivate junior sailors, and train junior officers to better prepare for a crisis.
Because no written publications explain how to respond to a global pandemic and no
checklist exists on how to lead a command in the time of COVID-19, CMDCMs are the
group of experienced and dedicated leaders needed to focus on and highlight the
importance of readiness throughout the fleet. CMDCMs have their finger on the pulse of
the enlisted sailor, and they know the limitations of those they lead (Norwich University
Online, 2019). For this reason, CMDCMs are not afraid to fail, and even if they do, they
learn from it to make themselves and their commands better (Wetzel, 2020).
Definitions
Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership
Crisis accounting. As defined in this study, crisis accounting is taking personal
responsibility for identifying and accepting a crisis and taking actions to achieve goals
and answering to the community for the results (Boin, 2019, Brändström, 2016, McGrath
& Whitty, 2015).
Crisis learning. For this study, crisis learning is determining causes, assessing
the strength and weaknesses of the responses, and taking actions based on new
understanding then recalibrating existing beliefs, policies, and organizational structure
supporting the success of the organization (Argyris & Schon 1978; Barnett & Pratt, 2000;
Boin et al., 2017; House, 1999).
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Decision making and coordination. As used in this study, decision making and
coordination in crisis is the process of making well-informed decisions that delineate a
clear course of action through analysis, planning, communication, collaboration, and
cooperation among stakeholders and expected values to mitigate the crisis response (Boin
et al., 2017; Crowe, 2013; FEMA, 2012; T. Johnson, 2018).
Meaning making. Meaning making as defined for this study is the leaders’
communication of an account of a crisis situation to those directly affected, factually
presenting a narrative that shows empathy and instills confidence in their framing of the
crisis and response measures to establish a sense of direction and hope to reduce fear and
anxiety (Barnard, 1940; Boin et al., 2017; Boin & McConnell, 2007; Boin & Renaud,
2013; Helsloot & Groenendaal, 2017).
Sense making. For this study, sense making is the process by which leaders give
meaning to their collective experiences and develop plausible images to comprehend,
understand, explain, and predict during a crisis. It is a way of processing,
communicating, and problem solving leading to actions that make sense and give
meaning (Boin et al., 2017; Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005).
General Definitions
Crisis. A crisis is based on unpredictable events or situations that develop
rapidly, threatening the social norms and core values of an organization and requiring
leaders to respond for the safety, security, health, and welfare of people and the
organization itself (Boin & ‘t Hart, 2003; Boin, Kuipers, & Overdijk, 2013; FEMA,
2012).
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Crisis leadership. In this study, crisis leadership is the influential way a leader
rapidly processes available information, promptly determines what matters most, and
makes choices with confidence and conviction when faced with an unexpected event that
has high levels of uncertainty and threat (Clark & Gast, 2016; Harms, Credé, Tynan,
Leon, & Jeung, 2017).
Exemplary. Exemplary is the ability to perform in a supreme manner
representing above the level of quality or attainment of the best behaviors, principles, and
intentions worthy of imitation (Goodwin, Piazza, & Rozin, 2014).
Navy Command Master Chiefs (CMDCMs). For this study, CMDCMs are
defined as senior enlisted leaders who report directly to their respective commanding
officers. They assist in developing and enforcing policies concerning morale, welfare,
job satisfaction, discipline, and training of Navy enlisted personnel (Navy Cool, 2021).
Additionally, for this study, the CMDCM must meet one or more of the following
descriptions:
1. They were on installations where the COVID-19 virus shut down daily operations.
2. They were on installations that supported a quarantine area for various commands.
3. They were on installations where the virus spread despite the isolation of COVIDpositive personnel.
4. They were on installations that were forced to divert returning ships because of the
COVID-19 pandemic.
Values-driven leadership. Values-driven leadership is a conscious commitment
to lead with a deep sense of purpose and values such as honesty, integrity, excellence,

17

courage, humility, trust, and care for people that connects to organizational practices that
guide decision making during times of crisis (Boin et al., 2017; Gentile, 2014).
Delimitations
This study was delimited to five exemplary Navy CMDCMs who had a minimum
of 3 years’ experience in their position and who had demonstrated successful leadership
during a crisis. In addition, the exemplary leaders in this study must have met two or
more of the following criteria:
• recognition by their peers
• articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings
• membership in professional associations in their field
• participation in workshops, training, or seminars focused on crisis leadership
Organization of the Study
This study consists of five chapters, references, and appendices. Chapter I
presented the introduction to the study, which included the background on leadership
during a crisis, specifically the COVID-19 pandemic. It also included definitions and
delimitations. Chapter II presents the literature review that consists of research from
seminal authors on leadership characteristics, theoretical foundations, framework, and
military crisis leadership. It also establishes the need for the study and highlights areas
for further research. Chapter III expounds on the methodology of the study used to
answer the research questions and collect data. Chapter IV presents the qualitative data
and the analysis of the data. Finally, Chapter V discusses the results and provides
implications for actions and recommendations for future research.
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Leadership has often been defined in many different ways. For example, it is
generally agreed that leaders are more than proficient at ruling, guiding, and stimulating
their followers to accomplish beneficial goals (Dubrin, 2010). Also, leaders are seen as
encouraging and inspiring to those who need it to perform specific tasks. Crisis
leadership, however, is more than saying what is required when it is necessary to the right
people to reduce fear in the face of a crisis (Gigliotti & Fortunato, 2017). Instead, it
indicates a process set into motion by a leader to generate change in the way people
behave, their assumptions, and their ability to achieve desired outcomes (H. Gardner &
Laskin, 1995). During a crisis, leaders are relied upon to lessen confusion and present a
trustworthy narrative of the current situation, the reason for the problem, and the solution
(Boin, 2005; Maitlis, 2005; Maitlis & Christianson, 2014).
As a part of a thematic dissertation, this literature review examines, highlights,
and presents background information on the importance of effective crisis leadership. It
also explores the history of crisis leadership and the theories representing that history, the
Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Leadership, and the importance of military crisis
leadership among the U.S. Navy’s senior enlisted leaders. This chapter provides a
synthesis matrix (Appendix A) to assist with research organization. The matrix provides
a visual representation of the main ideas found in the literature and shows where the
author’s ideas overlap. As the researcher completed the research, she utilized the
synthesis matrix to help integrate several different resources to facilitate the formulation
of ideas to form a theory. Moreover, it demonstrates how and why the Coronavirus
global pandemic is a real-world stress test measuring the resilience of crisis leadership
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within the military. This pandemic has brought crisis leadership to the forefront.
Therefore, understanding how to recognize, function, and lead during this crisis could be
the difference between a minor incident and total devastation.
Crisis Leadership
The word crisis originates from the Greek word krisis, which means to sift or
separate. A crisis can disconnect an organization by bringing insecurity, bringing
organizational dysfunction, and separating competent leaders from incompetent leaders.
Nothing can test a leader like a crisis because an aspect of a leader’s individuality is on

display during a crisis event. Moreover, an emergency can and will instantaneously
uncover hidden strengths as well as weaknesses. This exposure can reveal to the world
whether a leader is prepared to function during times of crisis (Klann, 2003).
There has been significant research on crisis and crisis leadership throughout
history by such researchers as Hermann (1963), Fink (1986), Mintzberg (1978), and
Weick (1988). However, Boin et al. (2017), Gigliotti and Fortunato (2017), and Wooten
and James (2008) have added to this research on crisis and crisis leadership with their
work on defining crisis management. They strongly emphasized that crises could happen
anywhere and at any organization, especially when they are not prepared for the
accompanying devastation and leaders are expected to be prepared (Boin &’t Hart, 2010).
Leading during a crisis can measure a leader’s competency to lead under pressure
in a time when catastrophic events are inevitable. It is a mindset that is guided by a
demeanor that demands success. This mindset is identified by acceptance of new
understandings, willingness to learn and take chances, and fundamental acceptance that
people and their organizations can come together in times of crisis (James & Wooten,
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2011). Moreover, a strategic mindset during a crisis is an opportunity for a leader to help
bring about change and renewal within an organization. It should highlight skills a leader
possesses to bring attention to the unnoticed issues and present opportunities for
improvement (James & Wooten, 2011).
Crisis Leadership Skill Set
Leadership skills during a crisis event are often described as the abilities people
have that come from their knowledge, competencies, and experiences they demonstrate
during an event (McGlown & Robinson, 2011). In a crisis, leaders should be perceptive
and have the skills required to determine appropriate courses of action (Walsh, 1995;
Weick, 1988). Because there are no time-tested and proven theoretical frameworks
associated with crisis leadership, authors offer various concepts and ideas about effective
crisis leadership. Walsh (1995) and Weick (1988) suggested several skill sets and models
that assist in the illustration of effective crisis leadership. Moreover, these leadership
skill sets include but are not limited to influence and negotiation, systems thinking,
collaborative leadership, creativity, risk communication, conflict management, and
emotional intelligence. Devitt and Borodzicz (2008) expanded on this research by
indicating four critical areas needed to be an effective leader: task skills, interpersonal
skills, personal attributes, and stakeholder savvy. Also, they are combined with
professional and technical expertise, training, and exposure to incidents. These
leadership skill sets highlight the many variables within the circle of the requirements
placed on leaders and their effectiveness during a crisis. Figure 1 supports this by
outlining a theoretical model to propose a mixed concept to meet those demands.
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Figure 1. Interwoven leadership model. From “Interwoven Leadership: The Missing Link in
Multi-Agency Major Incident Response,” by K. R. Devitt & E. P. Borodzicz, 2008, Journal of
Contingencies and Crisis Management, 16(4), p. 209.

Characteristics of Effective Leadership
Leadership and effectiveness are often connected. When one is being discussed,
so is the other. A good leader is expected to be effective and is often tasked with
ensuring others perform effectively. If a leader hopes to be effective in all situations, the
leader must practice different leadership methods and have many styles of leadership to
choose from (Chen & Silverthorne, 2005; Perkka-Jortikka, 2005). Leadership is the
ability to influence those one leads by effectively communicating what needs to be
accomplished. The communication of instructions needs to be exact and precise so there
can be no misunderstanding (Aberg, 2000; Salminen, 2001).
Perkka-Jortikka (2005) stated that leaders have been expected to be effective
throughout society because effectiveness means they exhibit control regardless of the
situation. This type of control leads to the notion that leaders can change and adapt their
22

leadership styles depending on the situation. According to Hersey and Blanchard (1990),
the broader the scope of leadership styles the more flexible a leader will be and the more
effective the leader will be in different situations. For example, if a leader is attentive to
subordinates, demonstrates flexibility, and is adaptable, the leader could be considered
effective.
Attentive to Subordinates
Jalava (2001) asserted that leadership is an act of performing through people who
are led. Furthermore, Jalava stated that the more personnel leaders have under their
charge, the less their expertise and efforts mean. Therefore, how the leaders support and
motivate their people becomes an essential part of their job. Even though many leaders
want to influence their followers to guide them in achieving their goals, they should learn
to provide the tools needed for success and support them in their efforts (Jalava, 2001).
Many subordinates should understand the leader–subordinate relationship is one of the
most fundamental relationships in an organization. It heavily relies on the interaction
between a leader and the employees to make them better at their job and achieve their
goals (Jalava, 2001).
Ristikangas and Ristikangas (2010) stated that influential leaders authentically
care about their employees’ well-being and show interest in what concerns them. They
also maintained that having a lack of interest in employees can cause a lack of respect
and appreciation for the leader. Korpelainen (2013) contended that people who are
treated like they belong to an organization and that their opinion matters are holistically
more satisfied than those who are not. Notably, leaders have a significant role in their
subordinates’ development, and they are expected to help them become better versions of

23

themselves (Korpelainen, 2013). In contrast, Peeling (2006) agreed that leaders should
develop their people; however, he argued that the subordinates’ development is mainly
accomplished by ensuring they are working the job that will better help their
development.
Moreover, Korpelainen (2013) and Peeling (2006) agreed that leaders take on the
responsibility of developing their subordinates. However, they also agreed that a leader
must create a suitable working environment for their employees. Korpelainen (2013)
insisted that greater productivity is reached when employees want to work for their
leaders and give their best to succeed. Four categories were identified as ways leaders
can pay attention to their people: motivation, feedback, development discussions, and
communication.
Motivation
According to Ruohotie and Honka (2002), motivation is defined as a set of factors
put in place to guide a person’s behavior. Korpelainen (2013) defined motivation as the
force inside of people that drive them to chase their goals and see them through to the
end. Thus, if people are willing to work hard and complete tasks, they have the
motivation to accomplish these goals.
Communication
Aberg (2000) defined communication as exchanging messages or information
between a sender and a receiver. It is a process that needs a beginning and an end to
ensure complete delivery and is one of the most crucial aspects of leadership. Therefore,
communication in an organization is essential, and no organization will succeed with
inadequate communication, despite the abilities of its staff.
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According to Rummukainen (2007), honest communication from a leader shows
subordinates that leaders care; however, leaders must also learn to listen when
subordinates express opinions or their needs. Communication is also one of the more
important traits of a leader because face-to-face interaction with subordinates is
sometimes needed (Rummukainen, 2007). Leaders need to show they are not only
physically present but also mentally present. This act shows that the leader’s verbal and
nonverbal aspects of communication are coordinated so there will be no conflict leading
the subordinate to distinguish between the two (Rummukainen, 2007).
Feedback
Feedback is often referred to as being a vital element of a leader’s abilities.
According to Korpi and Tanhua (2002), subordinates expect and sometimes require
constructive feedback from their leaders. This allows the subordinates to understand they
are performing at their job soon after completion. Leaders must give detailed feedback
for it to be effective. Along with the constructive side, feedback should also contain
some positive points so it will not seem to be criticizing. This method will aid in
motivating them to develop new ideas for continued effectiveness and assist in creating a
path for subordinates to improve their work performance (Perkka-Jortikka, 2005).
Development Discussion
A development discussion is generally between a subordinate and a leader or
sometimes is a group discussion. It can be divided into three sections: the preparation,
the actual discussion, and the follow-up to the discussion (Korpelainen, 2013). Further,
this discussion should have an agenda, meaning it should have meaning, be confidential,
and be on equal footing (Piili, 2006). Additionally, a development discussion helps a
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leader focus on assisting subordinates to focus on duties geared toward achieving the
organizational goals. To assist with this, a leader should help a subordinate develop skills
in the areas most needed within the organization.
Flexibility
A leader who has flexibility can intervene in disputes or other situations that may
need a leader to decide the course of action (Glaser & Strauss, 1999). Moreover,
flexibility plays a vital role in a person’s motivation and personal development. Finally,
it assists leaders in effectively adapting to handling decision making situations
appropriately and operating correctly in those different situations (Glaser & Strauss,
1999). Glaser and Strauss (1999) recognized four categories while studying flexibility as
a vital tier in effective leadership through a grounded theory research process. The
grounded theory process examines anomalies as related to theory. Further, this process
goes deeper than just a description of the anomaly; it serves to form a theoretical idea
about the collected data (McMillian & Schumacher, 2010). The four categories
recognized were adapting, attention to people, decision making, and conflict handling.
Adapting. Adaptation is often needed when the situation calls for different
leadership skills. One example of adapting would be when a problematic situation calls
for a leader’s intervention. These problematic situations can necessitate the need for
leaders to think outside the box for solutions (Glaser & Strauss, 1999).
Attention to people. What makes people want to perform well is the concept of
leaders being flexible enough to give attention to and build strong relationships with
those they lead. Leaders should feel the responsibility to be influential and train their
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teams to be effective. Employees’ needs and interests are vital to an organization and
neglecting them could negatively impact an organization (Glaser & Strauss, 1999).
Decision making. Decision making is the crux of outstanding leadership,
regardless of who is making the decision. Organizations and leaders can use shared
decision making, or the leaders can keep that power themselves, but still, decision
making is inevitable (Glaser & Strauss, 1999).
Conflict handling. Leaders have the authority to make the final calls and
decisions in work-related matters, but the people affected are also entitled to be heard.
Generally, the best result is achieved through open discussion by which all views are
observed (Glaser & Strauss, 1999).
This study focused on CCL’s (n.d.) three levels of flexibility a leader must use
when adapting to a problem. First, cognitive flexibility shows the ability to develop new
approaches to a situation. Leaders with cognitive flexibility skills can display various
decision making techniques and strategic thinking processes in their planning mindset.
These leaders can shift the mindset to infuse a change into a process while developing a
diverse list of new scenarios to use if needed (CCL, n.d.). Next, emotional flexibility is
defined as harnessing the ability to adapt to the emotional side of leadership and approach
situations subjectively. Emotionally flexible leaders are often at ease dealing with their
own emotions while dealing with the emotions of others. When adapting to change, a
leader must be able to interchange between the leader and those executing the change.
Leaders who have no emotional flexibility are insensitive to the needs of those they lead.
They become dismissive of the needs of those they lead, which discourages dialogue
(CCL, n.d.). Finally, dispositional flexibility is defined as seeing change as a positive

27

aspect rather than something that can cause harm. A leader who practices dispositional
flexibility leads with a tone of openness to where the leader can recognize a negative
situation while envisioning a positive future. These leaders are neither overly positive
nor discouraged; they are realistically optimistic. Overall, when leaders practice the
skills that uplift cognitive, emotional, and dispositional flexibility, they become more
versatile and amenable to helping others adapt to change (CCL, n.d.).
Adaptability
Scientist Charles Darwin coined, “The most important factor in survival is neither
intelligence nor strength but adaptability” (Herrera, 2017, para. 1). This phrase means
that to survive in any circumstances, a person does not need specific skills or power; they
simply need to learn to adjust to their surroundings (Herrera, 2017). Since the beginning
of time, change has been unavoidable. As a result, leaders worldwide have faced
constant change, whether new complexities, new jobs, or dealing with new cultures. To
succeed, a leader must learn to be adaptable and adjust to new surroundings. This type of
adaptive leadership allows leaders to see change as an opportunity to succeed rather than
a hindrance.
Three key traits are known to assist leaders and their followers learn to be
adaptive leaders and help them deal with change openly (Keating, 2021). First, adaptive
leaders are flexible in their thinking. Being able to think differently allows these leaders
to adjust their tactics as things change (Keating, 2021). This trait also allows for a deeper
awareness and outlook when dealing with different strategies to assist leaders in
comprehending their changing thought processes, the thought process of their team
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members, and the thought process of their stakeholders (Keating, 2021). According to
Keating (2021), the following are some of the techniques of releasing flexible thinking:
•

Question your thought process to confirm you are acting with an open mind to
capture all angles.

•

Put your mind at ease to allow yourself to be void of analytical thinking so that free
thoughts can immerge.

•

Reflect on your emotions and those you lead. Practice different tactics to see what
works for each person. Always have emotional flexibility.
Second, leaders who practice adaptability always plan for the future. These

leaders understand the vision and end goal, and they create flexible plans to meet these
goals (Keating, 2021). They learn to have several contingency plans on hand to allow
flexibility so they will not be sidelined if one method fails. President Dwight D.
Eisenhower expressed that to have plans are sometimes worthless, but planning is often
most important (Keating, 2021). For example, the following planning allows leaders to
have the correct answers when the moment demands a response (Keating, 2021):
•

Planning helps leaders focus on the resources they have so they will know what they
need.

•

Planning allows leaders to have a platform to analyze any opportunities in their
current situation and future situations. In addition, planning creates a chance to
assess any difficulties an organization may face so leaders can understand the risks to
avoid them if possible.
Third, leaders who practice adaptability are curious. Curiosity often helps a

leader have an open mind to encourage new ideas and support an organization to grow
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(Keating, 2021). It enables the thought process toward generating questions that lead to
understanding how to problem solve and find answers (Keating, 2021). Curiosity is
developed in several ways:
•

by asking questions, listening, and observing to understand a situation before trying to
solve a problem. Leaders need to be understanding of the mindset of those they lead,
be willing to listen to how they approach a situation, and be invested in their thought
process and the situation’s outcome.

•

by being analytical and asking others about their opinions about different situations.
No one operates the same, so the potential to have multiple answers to each situation
is a reality because each thought process generates other solutions.

•

by thinking creatively. Leaders can create a sense of innovation in their followers
and help to develop a growth mindset to enhance the learning process. This lends
some truth to the notion that adaptability occurs through trial and error.
Overall, an adaptable mindset is something that not all leaders possess. Leaders

must establish a routine to practice and concentrate on the traits of an adaptive leader.
These traits can be learned and developed to help center a leader through the everchanging lanes of a crisis or everyday work (Keating, 2021).
Theoretical Foundations
Leaders are crucial to organizational success because they serve as the
intermediary to deal with and usher in the change needed to make an organization
successful. Leaders set the tone for the organization by developing and supporting the
mission and vision, helping members of the organization realize the mission and vision,
and executing the plan to bring the mission and vision to fruition. Different leaders have
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adopted various methods or theories to help influence a member’s understanding of the
organization’s path. What works for one leader of one organization may not work for a
different leader in a different organization. These methods or theories also rely heavily
on a leader’s ability, whether inherited or learned.
According to the Corporate Finance Institute (n.d.), leadership theories explain
how and why many people become leaders. In addition, these theories highlight the
many traits a person can possess that explain why the individual may or may not be
effective as a leader. Beginning studies on the intricacies of leadership urged that many
skills found in leaders were the abilities they possessed since birth. However, it was not
until recently that studies provided more established theories to surface and question the
early concepts of being an effective leader. These studies have sparked questions such as
“What makes leaders who they are?” and “Why are some people leaders, and others are
content to be followers?” The answers to these questions can be found by examining
leadership theories such as the attribution leadership theory, distributed leadership theory,
situational leadership theory, and stakeholder leadership theory.
Attribution Theory
According to Coombs (2010), attribution theory focuses on and prioritizes
communication and the significance of public interactions during crisis management. It
highlights how people understand the unpleasantness of a crisis and try to figure out its
cause. Moreover, this theory asserts that people will determine why others make their
decisions (Sellnow & Seeger, 2013). When this theory applies to a crisis, stakeholders
will diagnose the crisis’s internal and external responsibility (Coombs, 2010). If the
stakeholders blame the organization for a crisis, that organization is perceived negatively.
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Likewise, if they do not equate the responsibility to the organization, the images will be
more positive.
Coombs (1995) asserted that the attribution theory finds that people will analyze
events according to three categories: locus, stability, and controllability. Locus and
controllability are relevant to the crisis score. Locus category crises occur either inside
the organization or outside of the organization. However, controllability quantifies
whether the company is in complete control of the crisis or whether the crisis is
controlled by other means outside of the organization. Stability refers to whether or not
the crisis is constant in the organization or a constant state of flux (Coombs, 1995;
Russell, 1982; Wilson, Cruz, Marshall, & Rao, 1993).
The attribution theory relies on relational communication; however, Coombs
(1995) expanded it to organizational communication in the situational crisis
communication theory. In addition, Coombs created the crisis type matrix (Figure 2) to
emphasize the two attributes of locus and controllability. These attributes rank different
crises in the internal category, which means someone within the organization was
responsible for the event, or the external category, which means an outside source was
responsible for the event. Coombs also stated that the crises could have been intentional
or purposeful or unintentional or by accident.
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Figure 2. Crisis type matrix. From “Choosing the Right Words: The Development of Guidelines
for the Selection of the ‘Appropriate’ Crisis-Response Strategies,” Management Communication
Quarterly, 8(4), p. 455 .

Distributed Theory
Distributed leadership has shifted the thought of leadership away from the
communication characteristics, attitudes, and behaviors to a more systematic approach.
This leadership style shows a more attractive postheroic view of this leadership theory
(Badaracco, 2001). Multiple studies indicate that the distributed leadership style
enhances job satisfaction among an organization’s employees, increases the chances of
employee engagement within the organization, and develops professional and
organizational entitlement (C. Day et al., 2009; Harris, 2011; Hulpia, Devos, & Keer,
2011; Leithwood, Mascall, & Strauss, 2009; Ulhøi & Muller, 2014). Furthermore,
because distributed leadership will eventually increase an organization’s effectiveness, it
is defended by Hulpia and Devos (2009) and Hulpia et al. (2011) that during a crisis, an
organization may benefit more if adequate knowledge of distributed leadership was
available.

33

Gronn (2002) discussed the potential of an alternate unit of analysis in which
distributed leadership could be seen as the compilation of personal contributions and a
holistic approach to leadership. He attributed this realm of leadership to be concerted
action instead of numerical action. He supported his alternative thought with three forms
of engagement: spontaneous coloration, intuitive working relationships, and standardized
practices. Each of these forms could be treated as a conjoint agency (Figure 3). While
proving his argument, Gronn (2000) emphasized the need to reframe leadership. By
reframing leadership, he indicated the importance of understanding leadership being
adaptable and developing instead of an established anomaly (Gronn, 2000).

Figure 3. Distributed leadership concertive action model. From “Distributed Leadership as a Unit
of Analysis,” by P. Gronn, 2002, Leadership Quarterly, 13(4), p. 424.

Spillane and Diamond (2007) suggested that the distributed leadership theory
depicts a deviation from the standard individual agency approach that shows an
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individual as the leader and shows it to be a methodical process. It also offers that
leadership develops at various levels as multiple points converge over time. This theory
describes a situated leadership instead of individual leadership actions or individual
characteristics. Spillane (2006) suggested that distributed leadership has two elements to
consider: a leader plus aspect and a practice aspect. The leader plus aspect asserts that
instead of considering leaders as individuals who have a specific job, it describes them as
team players on a team in which all members play a role in the leadership and
management practice (Figure 4).

Figure 4. Distributed leadership theory. From Distributed Leadership, by J. P. Spillane, 2006,
p. 12, San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Situational/Contingency Theory
The situational leadership theory is based on the leaders’ ability to adapt their
leadership style to the current situation by analyzing the circumstances and changing
behaviors toward their followers. Therefore, the challenge to this style was interpreting
the problem and determining the correct course of action (Hersey, Blanchard, & Johnson,
2008). Also, the situational leadership theory urges that the followers’ readiness will
often dictate a leader’s style; thus, a leader needs to provide a level of motivation to
influence followers to work as a team.
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According to Hersey and Blanchard (1977), the situational leadership theory
synthesizes the leader’s style with the follower’s maturity level to achieve the motivation
needed for success. The following lists the four levels of maturity (see also Figure 5):
•

M1–This means the team members lack the necessary skills to complete assigned
tasks and are not motivated.

•

M2–This means that team members lack the skills needed to complete assigned tasks
but have the motivation to try to achieve something.

•

M3–This means that team members have the skills necessary to complete assigned
tasks but are unwilling to take accountability for those tasks.

•

M4–This means that team members have the required skills to meet assigned tasks
and are motivated to complete those tasks.

Figure 5. Situational leadership model. From Management of Organizational Behavior: Utilizing
Human Resources (3rd ed.), by P. Hersey & K. H. Blanchard, 1977, p. 160 , Englewood Cliffs,
NJ: Prentice-Hall.
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Leaders need to develop skills to build motivation and nurture strong relationships
with followers (Trevor & Kilduff, 2012). A successful relationship between leaders and
their followers will only be advantageous if both sides gain from the partnership. This
means leaders would need to reward followers accordingly by recognizing their
achievements at the right time.
In addition to the situational model, in 1964 Fred Fiedler created an all-inclusive
model for the contingency theory of leadership. This theory asserts that for an
organization or its people to be effective, the leaders must be granted a certain level of
control to practice their leadership style. According to Fiedler, to determine a leader’s
effectiveness in an organization, first, that leader must possess positive leader–member
relations. Second, the leader must maintain all members’ trust and respect. Third, the
leader should grasp task structure control or the extent to which the job assignments are
structured or not. Last, the leader must have positional power over the tasks of hiring,
firing, promotions, or pay raises in any situation the leader is tasked to lead (Fiedler,
1964).
Fiedler’s (1964) model raises the level of leadership effectiveness that varies from
good to poor in leader–member relations, high to low in task structure, and strong to
weak in position power. According to Fiedler, those in leadership positions tend to have
more control of situations if they have good relationships with those they lead, are
organized when assigning tasks, and exhibit a strong leadership position of power.
Moreover, many situations within an organization are less effective if its members lack
respect for the leaders and if leaders are unorganized and show weakness while in a
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position of power. Figure 6 identifies eight different situations or categories in which
leaders can identify their position (Fiedler, 1964).

Figure 6. Contingency theory model. From “A Contingency Model of Leadership Effectiveness,”
by F. E. Fiedler, 1964, Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, 1, p. 163.

Stakeholder Theory
The stakeholder theory examines relationships between an organization and the
people of that organization, internal and external. This theory’s main idea is based on
strategic management, which claims that organizations whose leaders understand,
commit to, and manage the relationships with their stakeholders are more likely to endure
and flourish in the future (Freeman & Gilbert, 1987). Thus, Freeman and Gilbert (1987)
argued that organizations should prosper if the leaders learn to understand the distinct
groups of stakeholders and positively address their concerns during a crisis. However,
Ulmer (2001) reasoned that stakeholders could impart a great amount of influence in an
organization, so investing in those stakeholder relationships during precrisis is vital.
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A crisis fundamentally changes an organization. It is a hardened threat to the
well-being and possibly the organization’s existence (Waryjas, 1999). Hence, crisis
management minimizes a severe event’s destructive effects using limited resources under
extreme time constraints. Although damage control is the most obvious point of
managing a crisis, the leader’s heart drives the potential successes hidden among the
dangers through careful planning, proper decision making, and plain good luck (Waryjas,
1999).
During a crisis, a leader in a strategic sense is crucial because influencing others
to make decisions that lead to the organization’s long-term success and survival is vital to
any organization’s success. A leader must strategically exploit the organization’s current
abilities and at the same time explore new competencies (Levinthal & March 1993;
March, 1991). Although the importance of strategic leadership is often acknowledged,
the specific circumstances in which leaders motivate those they lead are still in the
beginning stages of awareness (Smith & Tushman, 2005; Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996).
Crisis Leadership Model
A crisis marks a period of chaos in the otherwise healthy growth of a system.
Most people usually envision a crisis as a significant disruptive event; however, a crisis
can be considered helpful if managed effectively. Moreover, effective leadership during
a crisis can produce an opportunity for a manager and the organization to reinforce
strengths to navigate the crisis. Pearson and Mitroff (1993), Burnett (1998), and
González Herrero and Pratt (1996) developed crisis phase models to illustrate
fundamental theories that begin with identifying the causes of the crisis and working
through eliminating those causes.
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Pearson and Mitroff: Crisis Management Phases Model
Pearson and Mitroff (1993) asserted that many researchers agree that an unnatural
crisis and a naturally occurring crisis are in some ways dissimilar because they believe
the artificial crises can be prevented by having a plan in place to mitigate the
circumstances. However, these authors believed that organizations have zero control
over the naturally occurring crises. Despite the type or seriousness, a crisis can be
devastating and cause damages that can take an individual or organization an immense
amount of time to recover. This devastation can be felt in the areas of significant
financial losses or death in large numbers (Mitroff, 1988, 2002).
Pearson and Mitroff (1993) outlined five phases during a crisis by examining
several crises (Figure 7). According to Pearson and Mitroff, people think crises happen
suddenly, but in reality, research has shown that most crises happen gradually. For this
reason, a good leader should appreciate phase cycles during a crisis for the sake of better
crisis management.

Figure 7. Crisis management phases. From “From Crisis-Prone to Crisis-Prepared,” by C. M.
Pearson & I. I. Mitroff, 1993, Academy of Management Executive, 7(1), p. 53.
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Burnett (1998) suggested that an organization’s ability to practice crisis
management adequately depends highly on its understanding of what tasks and
circumstances may stand in the way. Burnett identified four circumstances that may
disrupt an organization’s successful attempt to manage a crisis: time pressures, control
issues, threat level concerns, and response option constraints. Moreover, Burnett
believed these sets of circumstances inhibit the organization’s power to act on and
manage a crisis. However, the author also noted that successful crisis management
requires a strategic thinking mindset as the first step to identify and understand the crisis
event correctly.
According to Burnett’s (1998) model, all four circumstances must be addressed
before any crisis management begins. This model is separated to show a six-step inner
circle that contains three categories: identification, confrontation, and reconfiguration.
First, the identification step involves preparing for the crisis and developing the
organization’s crisis goals. Second, the confrontation step involves the actions taken
once an organization is in the middle of a crisis. This step begins building a strategy to
deal with the crisis and the evaluation of that strategy. Last, the reconfiguration step
involves implementing the strategy and the strategic controls of how the organization
adjusts to the crisis intervention. Figure 8 exhibits how an organization can take charge
and manage a crisis by exercising the tasks that make up this model’s inner circle.
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Figure 8. Crisis management: Strategic considerations. From “A Strategic Approach to Managing
Crises,” by J. J. Burnett, 1998, Public Relations Review, 24(4), p. 483.

González Herrero and Pratt (1996) explained an ordered path of phases that a
crisis follows: birth, growth, maturity, and decline. This model, although simplistic,
separates a crisis into stages for ready identification to show how a crisis can change as it
progresses and to highlight the effects of a crisis can persist even after the emergency has
ended (Figure 9). Further, the authors used this model to emphasize how specific issues
impact leadership and management during a crisis. Finally, it is assumed that
organizations can change the outcome of a crisis if they have a plan in place to practice
crisis issues in management before the crisis event happens (González Herrero & Pratt,
1996).
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Figure 9. The crisis life cycle. From “An Integrated Symmetrical Model for CrisisCommunication Management,” by A. González Herrero & C. B. Pratt, 1996, Journal of Public
Relations Research, 8(2), p. 86 (https://doi.org/10.1207/s1532754xjprr0802_01).

Along with having comprehensive crisis models to follow, leaders should also be
more adaptive and have the necessary level of coordination to respond quickly to
immediate change. However, the problem is that sometimes well-intended leaders could
be as much part of the problem as part of the solution (J. Gardner, 1990).
So if leadership is working in the traditional sense, what different leadership
brand is necessary to achieve the appropriate level of coordination required during a
crisis? Because there are a few concepts on crisis leadership but not many time-tested
theoretical frameworks, the answer to that question could be found in what is known as
the meta-leadership model. According to Marcus, Ashkenazi, Dorn, and Henderson
(2007), this theoretical model was developed by monitoring leaders in crisis
environments. The model illustrates that a solution to crises cannot be determined by one
unit working alone. Therefore, this model portrays crisis leadership through a
multiagency approach.
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Metaleadership Model
The metaleadership model is a theoretical model designed to apply to leaders who
operate in complex crisis environments (Marcus et al., 2007). There are five dimensions
to this model that include the person or leader, the problem or situation, lead the silo or
leading down, lead up to supervisors, and lead across or connectivity (Figure 10).

Figure 10. Metaleadership model. From “The Five Dimensions of Meta-leadership,” by L. J.
Marcus et al., 2007, p. 1, Harvard School of Public Health. (https://www.graduateinstitute.ch
/sites/internet/files/2019-02/Symposium%202010%20Meta-Leadership.pdf).

To illustrate this theoretical framework further, Marcus et al. (2007) first
described the person as big thinkers who often use imagination to find answers to
complicated issues. These leaders are self-aware, motivated, and empathetic to the social
skills needed during a crisis. Second, the situation is described as leaders’ ability to
negotiate and accurately assess what is occurring during a crisis. They understand the
reality of the situation they are facing. Third, lead the silo is described as leaders having
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trust and respect in the people they work with and knowing the importance of having
their support to influence them during a crisis. Fourth, lead up is described as the
leaders’ ability to manage and influence their superiors. Their superiors view these
leaders as being honest and loyal. Finally, lead across is described as leaders’ ability to
build trust between multiple organizations. These leaders understand that the resources
and information from other organizations can create trust and cooperation.
Theoretical Framework: Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Leadership
The crisis leadership approach is collaborative, drawing together insights from
many angles. The terms crisis and disaster seem to be the same; however, they are
different situations that require other theories. Simultaneously, the ideas are related
because both deal with events that bring about surprising, unwelcome, overwhelming,
and often uncontrollable situations (Hewitt, 1983). To help clarify this, Boin et al.
(2017) created five core tasks of crisis leadership: sense making, decision making and
coordination, meaning making, crisis accounting, and crisis learning. Further, other
seminal authors have added to the understanding of these tasks to help focus on a crisis
as it unfolds.
Sense Making
It is a challenge to arrive at a collective understanding of an evolving threat’s
nature, characteristics, consequences, and potential scope and effects during a crisis.
However, this sense making task is crucial if crisis managers are to make informed
decisions. Effective sense making requires a well-rehearsed method to process
information, share it with the right people, and consider their feedback. Sense making
also creates a dynamic picture that everybody understands, analyzes possible futures and
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potential consequences, and formulates specific information needs (Boin et al., 2017).
How leaders process this information and the current situation is vital to assessing and
making decisions during a crisis.
Karl Weick is notably referred to as the father of sense making. He suggested that
it honestly means the making of sense (Weick, 1995). Waterman (1990) implied that it
means “structuring the unknown” (p. 41) into a relatable form to empower leaders to
comprehend, understand, explain, attribute, extrapolate, and predict by having a frame of
reference as a guide (Starbuck & Milliken, 1988). Sense making allows leaders to
understand a crisis and project the issue into words to enable them to act expeditiously
when the need arises (Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005). Moreover, the critical task of
sense making is most often needed when crisis events are not readily understandable and
when the everyday environment is swiftly changing, creating surprises, and propelling
technical problems to the forefront of a crisis (Heifetz, Grashow, & Linsky, 2009). This
whirlwind of issues sends not only the public but also the leaders into a frenzy of
unanswered questions and spawns the question “What is the story?” (Weick et al., 2005).
Once leaders better understand what is going on in a crisis, they will better understand
how to tap into other leadership abilities such as creating the vision, establishing a plan of
attack, and educating those they lead on executing the plan of attack.
Decision Making and Coordination
Decision making during a crisis means making a crucial decision under
challenging circumstances. These decisions by leaders could mean making choices
contrary to their values and political views (t’Hart, 2014). Many leaders are at ease
making these tough decisions under difficult and straining circumstances. Still, other
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leaders use different techniques to avoid making decisions that may potentially be
personally or politically detrimental for them in the future (Boin et al., 2017). When
crisis strikes, decision making is always considered an essential task within an
organization (Christensen, Laegreid, & Hellebø Rykkja, 2013). A leader needs to create
a climate of knowledge sharing so all facts relating to the crisis are considered during the
decision making process. To accomplish this, the leader needs to possess the art of being
decisive without fear. Leaders at all levels must make informed decisions and stick to
them because stakeholders are involved in the process and want information about the
crisis (Demiroz & Kapucu, 2012). Further, stakeholders expect these leaders to be
flexible enough to adapt to the ever-changing complexities but dare to shift priorities and
maintain control of the process (Buchanan-Smith, 2011; Useem, Jordán, & Koljatic,
2011).
During a crisis, leaders often make decisions in stages, depending on the type of
organization and how the situation unfolds (Boin et al., 2013). This means that the
window to decide is very narrow during a crisis because disastrous events are at a higher
pace than during regular times (Buchanan-Smith, 2011; Knox Clarke, 2013). To
effectively make a decision during a crisis, leaders have to understand they cannot make
every decision all of the time. They must understand how to delegate authority and
empower other team members to take charge of certain operations to ensure effectiveness
(Christensen et al. 2013; Marcus, McNulty, Dorn, & Goralnick, 2014; Sjoberg,
Wallenius, & Larsson, 2011).
The process of delegating authority can be challenging for inexperienced leaders
or those who feel they need to hold on to all decision making authorities. These leaders
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should learn that they cannot be at all points of interest during a crisis to provide
oversight. They should understand they can give others the authority to make decisions,
but they are still in charge of crisis operations (Van Wart & Kapucu, 2011). This
leadership trait will develop a sense of camaraderie among all team members because
they will learn not to work as individuals to combat crises; instead, they will learn to
overcome challenges together (Marcus et al., 2014).
A common assumption used throughout the research on crises and crisis
leadership shows leaders need to gauge the situation expeditiously, make critical
decisions, and act definitively (Boin, 2005). Research has supported this by offering the
idea that the same decision making techniques used during regular times may not be
adequate in an environment when change is swift. Crisis leaders should “think outside of
the box” and “connect the dots” with certainty when making decisions during a crisis
(Lagadec & Topper, 2012). According to James and Wooten (2010b), leaders are
typically prepared to manage when it comes to routine day-to-day operations; however,
when situations emerge that are outside of the norm, decision making can be adversely
affected.
Meaning Making
Meaning making is presenting a situational explanation and description that is
persuasive, helpful, and encouraging to citizens and responders (Boin et al., 2017).
Leaders attempting to control the political aspects must continually report the situation
and reconstruct it to distinguish the present threats to make stakeholders comfortable in
their ability (Edelman, 1988). For the narrative to be compelling, a leader must
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understand the circumstances behind the crisis to adequately create the appropriate story
that benefits society’s core values (Boin et al., 2013).
During a crisis, meaning making develops dually. First, leaders must produce a
story that will explain the what, why, how, and who of the crisis. They must explain
what the crisis is and why it happened, the impact to the organization, how the crisis will
be concluded, who will ensure the conclusion, and what was learned. Second, the leaders
must deliver a message to the stakeholders that thoroughly explains the entire process
(Boin & McConnell, 2007; Boin, McConnell, & ‘t Hart, 2008; Boin et al., 2017).
Crisis Accounting
Crisis accounting is a leader’s ability to explain to the public what management
tools were put into place to avoid the crisis and why those tools were used (Boin et al.,
2017). Accounting during a crisis process allows leaders to account for their actions
before, during, and after the crisis. It also leads to asking the question “Did leaders and
the agencies involved act swiftly, adequately, and correctly?” However, a more practical
question to ask is “whether leaders were transparent and constructive in presenting an
account of what they did before and during the crisis?” (Boin et al., 2013). Further, this
trait also encompasses leaders taking responsibility for using their power, making
decisions, and using resources (Van Wart & Kapucu, 2011). During a crisis, leaders are
expected to be held accountable for their actions. Therefore, they are expected to have
the skills needed to navigate a crisis successfully, and if not, they are then expected to
take full responsibility for their actions (Van Wart & Kapucu, 2011). Leaders in this
capacity need to possess the fortitude to willfully explain what worked and what did not
work during a crisis and what led to the success or failure of the crisis management
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efforts (Knox Clarke, 2013). Leaders who display this trait have the ability to elevate
stakeholders’ trust and confidence in their abilities to lead. In short, these effective
leaders foster a sense of transparency in crisis relief by ensuring all resources are
accounted for and utilized with maximum efficiency.
Crisis Learning
Learning is described as determining what causes a crisis, analyzing a leader’s
response to the situation to determine its strengths and weaknesses, and putting strategies
to work based on those strengths and weaknesses (Boin et al., 2017). The leaders’
response skills during a crisis are based on their abilities to gain knowledge through the
experience of that crisis (Boin et al., 2013). With the skill of learning, leaders can
deconstruct their actions and accumulate a list of positive and negative successes to share
them with others as a training tool (Demiroz & Kapucu, 2012; Norman & Binka, 2015).
Norman and Binka (2015) asserted that learning during a crisis is a continual process in
which leaders constantly face challenges from all angles. Stakeholders expect leaders to
adjust to the different conditions and learn different strategies through each event phase.
This adjustment enables them to recognize what went wrong and build a knowledge base
to help disaster-response develop best practices for future crisis events. Even though
most crises are different, they all have similar lessons to be learned and shared between
leaders and subordinates (Buchanan-Smith, 2011; Knox Clarke, 2013). Overall, effective
crisis leaders are interested in the differences created by crisis policies and regulations
that are most important to the functions of crisis relief efforts (Boin et al., 2013; Demiroz
& Kapucu, 2012). These leaders are seen as ready to challenge the norm and begin a
process of change that is needed in crisis learning (Buchanan-Smith, 2011).

50

Military Leadership
Military leadership entails making the best decision in volatile situations that
involve significant risks. To be effective leaders in the military, they must ask tough
questions and use strategic methods to help come to well-informed conclusions about any
situations before they act. In addition, these leaders build teams of motivated people and
take on the responsibility of protecting the team’s welfare, utilizing the talents needed to
accomplish any mission, and developing their group’s individual skills (Norwich
University Online [NUO], 2019).
Leaders in the military should possess the dedication and determination to solve
unforeseen problems often deemed impossible. The answers to these problems remain
hidden until a flexible leader develops the will to pursue the solutions. Flexible thinking
allows leaders to diversify their approach to problem solving instead of sticking with the
status quo. Further, leaders in the military have heavy responsibilities and should exude
confidence at all times because showing a lack of confidence can be detrimental when
desperate measures are needed. Finally, there must be a level of emotional fortitude by
leaders to withstand difficult setbacks and still lead their teams with forwarding
momentum (NUO, 2019).
When personnel join the military, they are trained to act as leaders and
conditioned to lead by doing and not by saying. These leaders motivate their personnel to
persevere when heroism is needed, and sacrifice is a daily occurrence. Hence, they often
adapt by suppressing their fear amid danger and encouraging those they lead by
portraying a follow me attitude instead of a director attitude. Overall, leaders must
possess the mindset needed to persuade and motivate their personnel to fight under any
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circumstances and fight to win. To accomplish this, these leaders must be willing to fight
alongside those they lead, setting the example of what right looks like within an
organization. This attitude will garner the respect needed for leaders to prove they have
the tactical and strategic knowledge along with sound leadership ability (Roberts, 2018).
Military Crisis Leadership
Leadership is a broad term with many characterizations and uses (Bishop, 2013).
Leading during a crisis is no longer an extraneous leadership competency. In the
military, leadership means encouraging others to succeed during a mission by providing
that needed confidence, direction, and motivation (Wong, Bliese, & McGurk, 2003).
Leadership during a crisis requires understanding the situation, the potential impacts of
the situation, and the situational awareness needed to take control. In the military, this
means making life or death decisions. It requires judgment to take the initiative early
with minimal information, which may mean taking risks to conquer the situation (Hemus,
2015).
Crisis leadership is an important ability that is sought by many employers because
there is a need for an effective response during a crisis (Coombs, 2006). Additionally,
crises are usually accompanied by specific learning requirements, and leaders should be
prepared to provide quick feedback concerning the events. Feedback is critical during a
crisis because inevitable consequences bring significant stress and place people in many
demanding situations. During these times, military crisis leadership plays a vital role in
highlighting this stress and how it affects critical decision making (Useem, Cook, &
Sutton, 2005).
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Crises demand leaders who can adapt to many situations and have the ability to
take action while problem solving in different ways. Currently, leaders need to promote
innovation and continual learning processes in their organizations. Military leaders must
stress the importance of adaptation in combat to help others learn quicker than their
enemy. These lessons are less about who is in control or who in the chain of command
can make the big decisions and are more about decision making abilities for leaders
instead of battlefield competencies for their teams. For example, Croswell and
Yaroslaski (in press) clarified how the military doctrine of crisis leadership is more about
recognizing how the parts and processes of the military interact and less about
recognizing leadership and the exercise of authorities. Notably, during World War II, the
command-and-control strategy proved to be an effective decision making tool and was
the leadership model for many decades after the war ended. This strategy was so
successful that numerous businesses mimicked the strategy as the models for their
organizations and trained their leaders to adopt its core principles (Weick & Sutcliffe,
2001).
Command Master Chief
Command Master Chief (CMDCM) is the most senior enlisted person at all U.S.
Navy commands afloat and ashore. CMDCMs work closely with the executive officer
but report directly to the commanding officer on enlisted personnel’s well-being and warfighting efforts. They train to prevail in the face of adversity with strength and
determination. At the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, there were over 600
CMDCMs in the Navy, and they all had their fair share of difficulties dealing with the
pandemic. The COVID-19 pandemic had put an unusual strain on all leadership
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throughout the Navy in general. Still, the senior enlisted leaders, specifically the
CMDCMs, harness the necessary leadership skills to lead during a crisis and are often
called upon to make crucial decisions.
Command Master Chief—COVID-19
Because the Navy’s enlisted personnel make up the majority of any command,
CMDCMs have to understand how crises affect their daily lives. For example, when the
COVID-19 pandemic temporarily sidelined the aircraft carrier USS Theodore Roosevelt,
the virus affected the enlisted crew members more significantly than the officers onboard
the ship. This impact was due to the enlisted crew members making up about 90% of the
crew, which caused them to live in very tight quarters. Many enlisted sailors “sleep in
open bays packed with dozens of tightly spaced bunks, work in densely populated areas
and congregate in gathering points such as the gyms and galleys” (Harkins, 2020,
para. 4). This environment meant the enlisted sailors were more likely to contract and
spread the disease among themselves at an alarming rate when compared to their officer
leaders. Because of this unprecedented crisis, Navy CMDCMs were tasked with finding
ways to combat this crisis while still maintaining a battle-ready fleet. Therefore, these
leaders needed to understand the crisis itself and what it would take to fight it, the many
concerns of the sailors they lead and their senior officers, the possible senior officer
miscues or failures, and the leadership preparedness for such a catastrophic crisis
(Harkins, 2020).
Gap in the Research
Despite the substantial amount of existing research on the subjects of
organizational leadership and being an effective leader, little research exists that analyzes
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a leader’s skills and practices in response to military or other complex crises. This is
because the majority of the research focuses on times of peace and not times of
uncertainty. Further, there is substantial research on organizational leadership, senior
officer leadership, and effective leadership during a crisis. However, little research exists
to analyze the Navy’s senior enlisted leaders’ skills and practices in response to a military
attack, national pandemic, or other crisis. Therefore, given the persistent leadership
challenges experienced in the Navy, it is crucial to learn more about how exemplary
enlisted leaders lead during times of crisis.
Overall, the researcher believes that although current research helps to clarify
what effective leadership is, there is a gap in the research that warrants further
investigation on what effective leadership looks like during times of crisis by military
senior enlisted leaders between multiple agencies. Furthermore, one might suspect that a
far-reaching crisis such as COVID-19 would require a different leadership approach and
a reexamination of previous beliefs.
Summary
A crisis is considerably different from any normal state of affairs, and no leader or
organization is exempt. If a situation is not controlled immediately, it can be devastating
to an organization from top to bottom; this is especially true for military crises. For this
reason, all leaders need to understand what crisis leadership entails, the skill sets required
during a crisis, the characteristics of effective leadership, the theoretical foundations of
leadership, the different leadership models, and the theoretical framework to be used
during a crisis. Finally, each crisis is unpredictable, so leaders should respond quickly
once a crisis is detected. Military enlisted leaders have established protocols for this
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purpose to help maintain readiness to make informed decisions (De Wit & Meyer, 2010).
Therefore, the military’s enlisted leadership population is crucial to the research model
on crisis leadership and should be meticulously examined to allow for a more detailed
study.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
Overview
The methodology chosen for this study was a qualitative multiple case approach.
This approach was used to identify and describe the crisis leadership strategies of U.S.
Navy Command Master Chiefs (CMDCM) with at least 3 years of experience. This
qualitative research method was chosen to examine how senior enlisted leaders met the
challenge of leading during a crisis, specifically the COVID-19 pandemic.
This chapter revisits the purpose statement and recaps the research questions. It
also describes the research design, population, target sample, data instrumentation, and
collection processes. Using the multiple case study methodology assisted in
understanding leadership during times of complex crises.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to identify and describe
strategies exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs used to lead in crisis using the Five Critical
Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership (sense making, decision making, and coordination,
meaning making, accounting, and learning; Boin et al., 2017) during the COVID 19
pandemic of 2020. In addition, it was the purpose of the study to understand and describe
the experiences of exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs during a time of crisis.
Research Questions
1. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use sense making crisis leadership
strategies during the COVID 19 pandemic of 2020?
2. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use decision making and coordination
crisis leadership strategies during the COVID 19 pandemic of 2020?
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3. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use meaning making crisis leadership
strategies during the COVID 19 pandemic of 2020?
4. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use accounting crisis leadership strategies
during the COVID 19 pandemic of 2020?
5. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use learning crisis leadership strategies
during the COVID 19 pandemic of 2020?
6. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs describe their experiences as leaders
during the time of crisis?
Research Design
Conger (1998) and Bryman (2004) defended qualitative research as a viable
design approach to exploring leadership. This design provides a more holistic view of an
event because of the in-depth and descriptive information collected. In addition,
researchers who use a qualitative design tend to be more conscious of the significance of
the events during a particular event. Conger (1998) also suggested that qualitative
researchers are more apt to better evaluate a leader’s style because they understand the
abnormal situations within a particular environment. Therefore, researchers do their best
not to interfere with the environment they are studying because they understand that they
impact the environment themselves just by examining it. Also, data are based on various
sources ranging from artifact collection and direct observations to personal interviews
(Crotty, 1998). In short, qualitative research begins with a basic set of ideas based on
multiple realities, and the researcher obtains the views from numerous participants
(Bergman et al., 2012). This understanding is the reason this design of research has
added so much value to theories on leadership.
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According to Creswell (2014), research methodologies are concepts for inquiry
that extend from presumption to final analysis. The methodology used by the thematic
team of peer researchers was a multiple case study used as a standardized probe into
common development in natural settings. These developments can include how people
experience different facets of their lives, how individuals or groups act, how
organizations function, and how communication forms relationships (Bogdan & Bilken,
2006). Qualitative research encompasses a constructionist view toward learning (Crotty,
1998; Merriam, 2009; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2009). In qualitative research, the researcher is
the main person to compile the data and examine why incidents happen, what happens
during those incidents, and what those incidents mean to the groups examined (Corbin &
Strauss, 2008).
Case studies are ordinarily qualitative because they highlight the importance of
circumstances in determining social realities and discover the how and why the
phenomenon exists (Yin, 2009). Thus, a case could extend from a single person or
program to a group of people or an entire corporation. Moreover, this type of study is
often chosen when behaviors or events cannot be influenced or manipulated (Yin, 2009).
Further, according to Yin (2009), there are three reasons to use the case study design
(exploration, description, or explanation of a phenomenon), and they can focus on single
site or multiple site research.
A single case examines a particular subject alone instead of comparing it to other
cases. These cases are quintessential when researching an uncommon case or a case to be
used for future study. However, many single case studies often attract criticism because
of their lack of usability for broader groups or other situations (Merriam, 2009; Stake,
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1995; Yin 2009). A multiple case study involves gathering data from various sources
that share standard features and linking them together to create a broader picture. These
case studies are favored not because the information gathered is generalized but because
the data collected can be used in multiple situations and groups.
This study focused on exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs and their experiences
leading during the COVID 19 pandemic through the lens of the Five Critical Tasks of
Strategic Crisis Leadership (Boin et al., 2017). The researcher was a part of a team of
peer researchers studying different leadership populations through the same theoretical
framework. Exemplary leaders were selected by each peer researcher from various
public, government, for-profit, and nonprofit organizations to study the strategies and
experiences of crisis leadership. The multiple case qualitative methodology was arrived
at as a team with the assistance of two faculty advisors. This methodology was chosen to
capture the factual narrative and experiences and arrive at a deeper understanding of the
leaders’ behavior during a crisis. The researcher in this case used qualitative research to
understand the strategies exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs utilized to lead during a crisis.
Population
The population is a specific body of individuals whom a researcher aims to study
and summarize the study’s findings. Additionally, the population is a group of
individuals who have distinctive characteristics that set them apart from other groups and
who are of particular interest to the researcher (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton,
2010). Moreover, in the book Educational Research: Planning, Conducting, and
Evaluating Quantitative and Qualitative Research, Creswell (2012) stated the term
population is a comprehensive group of people who have the exact attributes or traits
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desired by the researcher. The larger population for this study was the CMDCMs
stationed at all 69 U.S. naval shore installations (Commander, Navy Installations
Command [CNIC], n.d.). A naval installation is a shore activity and any area of land,
whether or not fenced or covered by water, which is operated by the Department of the
Navy (Legal Information Institution [LII], n.d.).
CMDCMs are a unique group of enlisted leaders and the most senior enlisted
persons at any Navy command afloat and ashore. They work closely with the executive
officer but report directly to the commanding officer on enlisted well-being and warfighting readiness. These individuals train and prepare enlisted personnel to prevail in
the face of adversity with strength and determination (Navy Cool, 2021). Additionally,
CMDCMs are the senior enlisted leaders of vital mission essential and strategic shore
installations that serve war-fighter assets such as aircraft carriers, guided-missile
destroyers, and ballistic missile submarines. The population for this study was the 69
shore installation CMDCMs, which included the 41 CMDCMs who worked at smaller
service support commands and the 28 CMDCMs who worked at and operated the large
mission-critical shore installations.
Sampling Frame
According to Creswell (2003), a target population is a group of subjects who
exhibit the traits or qualities needed for a particular study. However, McMillian and
Schumacher (2010) adopted the title “sampling frame” (p. 129) to describe a smaller
group of the larger population for a study. These authors perceived the significance of
researchers “carefully defining both the target population and the sampling frame”
(McMillian & Schumacher, 2010, p. 129). This frame represents the entire group of
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specific personnel the study’s sample could be drawn from (McMillian & Schumacher,
2010).
Because time and cost do not usually permit the analysis of larger groups,
researchers need to select a sample from the overall population to focus their efforts.
Patton (2014) stated, “When it is impractical to study an entire population, researchers
draw a sample, study it, and infer that what is true of the sample is probably also true of
the population” (p. 53). To make this study more feasible, of the 69 shore installation
CMDCMs, the researcher focused on a target population of 28 CMDCMs who worked at
the five largest mission-critical shore installations. In this case, a large mission-critical
shore installation is a Navy installation with complex platforms designed to support and
enhance war-fighter readiness from the shore. The war fighters’ success depends on the
shore-based contribution to the readiness equation (CNIC, n.d.).
Sample
Patton (2015) and Creswell (2003) defined a sample as a subset of the target
population representing the whole population. The sample is a small selection of the
target population on whom the researcher plans to focus. However, McMillian and
Schumacher (2010) asserted that a sampling selects a “group of individuals from whom
data are collected” (p. 129). In addition, the main idea of sampling in a qualitative study
is not to isolate a particular group but to create a deeper understanding of the specific
crisis event (Creswell, 2012). This study used purposeful sampling as the method of
sample selection based on the criteria of being considered an exemplary U.S. Navy
CMDCM. In purposeful sampling, McMillan and Schumacher (2010) suggested the
researcher should choose specific elements from the population that will better represent
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the preferred topic of interest. Patton (2002) defined purposeful sampling as a selection
of subjects who can assist the researcher in gaining knowledge and understanding of a
specific research topic. This type of sampling was the preferred choice for this study
because the researcher sought information from a particular group on a particular subject.
For this study, the participants were selected based on accessibility and meeting
the established criteria of an exemplary leader. For the researcher, accessibility meant
those personnel that were able to be reached for the study. An exemplary leader in this
study was someone set apart from peers in a supreme manner, suitable behavior
principles, or intentions that can be copied (Goodwin, Piazza, & Rozin, 2014). The
criterion-based sample of exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs was selected from CMDCMs
who met a specific set of criteria. LeCompte and Preissle (1991) referred to this process
as criterion-based sampling. Further, Patton (2002) described criterion-based sampling as
a technique that involves specifying cases that align with an agreed-upon benchmark of
importance. For this study, the five participants met the criteria specified and were
within the recommended sample size of five to 25, according to Creswell (1998).
Additionally, the five exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs chosen had a minimum of 3 years
in their position and had demonstrated successful leadership during a crisis as well as
having met at least two of the following criteria:
• recognition by their peers
• articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings
• membership in professional associations in their field
• participation in workshops, training, or seminars focused on crisis leadership
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The purpose of the study aimed to retrieve information from exemplary U.S. Navy
CMDCMs serving at large mission-critical shore installations during the COVID-19
pandemic. To achieve this, the researcher used agreed-upon criteria to select five
exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs to participate in a 60-min interview process.
Sample Selection
The qualitative sample of Exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs was gathered from
CMDCMs who met specific criteria using purposeful sampling, sometimes referred to as
purposive sampling. McMillian and Schumacher (2010) suggested that in purposeful
sampling, the researcher selects particular elements from the population representative or
informative about the topic of interest. This criterion-sampling approach is a planned
way of guaranteeing certain cases are depicted in the known sample of a study. The
reason for a purposive approach in case studies is that the researcher assumes the topic
and the group being studied will yield valuable information different from previously
reported data. According to J. Mason (2002) and Trost (1986), this type of selection
process is based on the researcher’s knowledge from theoretical deduction instead of
observation or personal experience relating to a specific topic; this approach can
sometimes be biased. To avoid this bias, the researcher used the purposive random
sampling technique, which involves the random selection of a small number of cases
from a larger population.
To achieve the best sample to interview, the researcher applied the second
sampling technique to this study for each exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCM. This sampling
technique examined “the recommendation from experts for the best examples”
(McMillian & Schumacher, 2010, p. 328) of the participants who met strict criteria
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provided to the commanding officers by the researcher. The researcher contacted the
commanding officers of naval shore installations who worked with CMDCMs who met
exemplary leadership criteria during a crisis. The researcher then asked for a list of all
exemplary CMDCMs on their installation. After all lists were received, the researcher
randomly selected one exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCM from each of the five major
mission-critical shore installations. Through this process, five exemplary U.S. Navy
CMDCMs were identified for participation in the research study. The researcher was
guided by the following steps:
1. After UMass Global’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved the research study
(Appendix B), the researcher communicated with each participant via email to define
the purpose of the research and how each participant was selected. The researcher
reinforced the anonymous nature of the study by answering any questions the
participants had. After anonymity was confirmed, the researcher assured
participation of the exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs in the study.
2. Once participation was agreed upon, the researcher emailed the participants an
Invitation to Participate letter (Appendix C), the UMass Global Research
Participant’s Bill of Rights (Appendix D), and the informed consent form
(Appendix E).
3. The researcher then arranged an interview with each participant. The interview was
scheduled for approximately 60 min. Preceding the interview, the researcher emailed
the participant a transcript of the interview questions and a transcript of the
definitions of Boin et al.’s (2017) Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership
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(sense making, decision making and coordination, meaning making, accounting, and
learning) found in the Crisis Interview Protocol (Appendix F).
When determining the number of candidates to be interviewed in a case study, the
concept of data saturation is considered. Glaser and Strauss (1967) defined this as the
point when no additional data are added to a study by adding additional samples.
Merriam (2009) conferred a process for determining the sample size in qualitative
research. The author asserted that the sample size depends on the research questions and
the availability of sources then concluded that “there is no answer” (Merriam, 2009,
p. 80). Sandelowski (1995) declared that determining sample size should involve
“judgment and experience in evaluating the quality of the information against uses to
which it will be put” (p. 183). However, according to Creswell (1998), a sample size of
five to 25 in a qualitative study is recommended for a qualitative analysis to be conducted
because most or all of the experiences could be obtained with a sample size in this range.
These sample sizes were appropriate for this multiple case study design and yielded
important findings.
For this study, the sample size of five participants was determined by discussing
events that involved each person’s decision making skills along with each person’s
responses to a crisis. First, interview participants’ data were assessed to recognize
potential themes pertinent to the interview questions. Second, data gathered from the
interviews were used to determine details or background information that could lead to a
more detailed description of the crisis event (Arthur-Mensah, 2015; Bennington, 2014;
Eng, 2014; Godfrey, 2013; L. A. Johnson, 2007; Queen, 2014). Figure 11 illustrates the
study’s population, target, and sample size.
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Population
U.S. Navy
Command Master
Chiefs - 69

Target
U.S. Navy
Command Master
Chiefs at Shore
Installation
Commands - 28

Sample: Exemplary

U.S. Navy
Command Master
Chiefs at MissionCritical Shore
Installation
Commands - 5

Figure 11. Population, target population, and sample.

Instrumentation
A research instrument collects, assesses, and evaluates data from participants on a
research topic. However, a good research instrument has been thoroughly validated and
has proven to be reliable. Therefore, this instrument should be used to collect data
relevant to the research questions being studied (Davis, 2021). Further, Davis (2021)
stated there are many methods to collect data in a qualitative research study. These
methods include observations and field notes, individual or group interviews, and focus
group discussions. However, the most common methods used in qualitative research
studies are interviews and focus groups discussions. These approaches are vital to
qualitative research because researchers use them to collect data from participants to be
analyzed later (Aina, 2004). The data collected from these semistructured, open-ended
interview questions combined with additional information and artifacts led to the accurate
data triangulation and complete validation of the conclusions.
Qualitative research involves building a trusting relationship between the study’s
participants and the researchers. Within qualitative research, it is important to remember
there are several primary data collection techniques. For example, a researcher can use
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interviews, questionnaires, observation, and audiovisual equipment (McMillian &
Schumacher, 2010). Further, it is crucial to align the method of collecting data to the
study’s purpose statement and research questions by determining the qualitative approach
and research design used for the study. The qualitative research design focuses on the
plan that characterizes the researcher’s conditions and procedures for gathering and
deciphering data (McMillian & Schumacher, 2010). For example, the qualitative
researcher often uses interviews to ascertain how participants view their current situation,
what it means to them, what is important about it, what it means to others, and how it
originated (Krathwohl, 1998). For this study, the researcher used the interview technique
to focus on Boin et al.’s (2017) Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership to
gather information on the COVID-19 pandemic of 2019.
Moreover, the data were collected in a setting that facilitated a conversationalstyle dialogue to encourage an open and honest discussion. To ensure an ample amount
of data could be collected, the researcher employed an open-ended question interview
technique developed by the peer researchers and UMass Global faculty members. For
this study, the team of nine peer researchers used the Crisis Interview Protocol and
applied the following procedures:
1. Each team member was provided one of Boin et al.’s (2017) variables to explore and
define to include the research for each.
2. Each member’s definition was reviewed as a team and approved for the study.
3. Each member developed interview questions for the variable using essential concepts
and terms from the agreed-upon definitions.
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4. The thematic team and faculty reviewed each member’s interview questions for
additional structuring and approval.
5. The team-approved interview questions were placed on a chart with all the pertinent
information to align with each variable.
6. The team compiled the interview questions into a single script with a description of
the study.
7. Interview questions were analyzed by the thematic team chairs to determine whether
the questions were structured correctly to yield the desired results.
8. Interview questions were tested in a pilot interview of one participant for each
researchers’ target population.
9. The informed consent was sent to pilot interview participants via email.
10. The peer research team agreed that the questions would be sent to the participant and
the observer before the interview for participants to review.
11. The participant, researcher, and observer responses and feedback were analyzed for
relevant data that addressed the research purpose.
12. The responses and interviewer observations were used to refine the interview
questions, then finalized by the thematic faculty.
The crisis leadership interview was conducted via the virtual platform Zoom and
began with an opening statement to introduce the researcher, welcome the participant to
the interview, and explain the purpose of the study. Before the interviews started, the
researcher secured acknowledgment of all documents emailed to participants. These
documents consisted of the Research Participant’s Bill of Rights (Appendix D) and the
informed consent (Appendix E). The researcher continued to follow the interview script
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that consisted of the thematic team’s questions and definitions about the Five Critical
Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership: sense making, decision making and coordination,
meaning making, accounting, and learning (Boin et al., 2017). Peer researchers and
faculty advisors previously analyzed the questions and definitions to align with the Five
Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership. Subsequent to the interview, all interviews
were transcribed to produce a word document of the interview. The word document was
sent to each participant to ensure accuracy and solicit feedback if warranted. The
transcripts were then analyzed by NVivo to identify popular themes and codes. The data
were then organized into a frequency table that produced answers to the research
questions.
Interviews
According to Patton (2015), interviewing subjects varies according to different
traditions and research techniques. The preferred approach to data collection for this
study was interviews conducted with specific leaders. This interview style is commonly
referred to as traditional social science interviews, in which a researcher uses uniformed
questions to ensure consistency throughout the interview for all subjects (Patton, 2015).
By using uniformed questions, each participant was exposed to the same stimuli. To
ensure this is a success, the interviewer should be trained to have objectivity and maintain
control during the interview (Hyman, 1954). The researcher should ask questions and
record the answers in the same manner with all participants because open discussion
questions can provide outcomes that do not represent the participant’s perception because
of how the interviewer interacted at the time of the interview.
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While preparing for the interview, the researcher followed the recommendations
and instructions by Roulston (2010). Roulston implied there are strategies for conducting
a balanced interview. The strategies she recommended were to develop rigid guidelines
to be used consistently throughout the interview, to generate a minimum of three to five
discussion questions before the interview begins, and to choose a location where the
subjects would be comfortable and free of distractions. Further, Roulston suggested
asking the interview questions in a funnel formation, starting with simple questions,
escalating to more complex questions, and finishing with more straightforward questions.
The researcher began with basic demographic questions that led to probing more
descriptive questions. The researcher wanted to understand the thought process of U.S.
Navy CMDCMs during specific periods. These interviews helped to facilitate the
researcher’s assessment of the subject’s leadership abilities.
Artifacts
Qualitative researchers observe and record artifacts in the surrounding
environment and pay special attention to noteworthy items of interest or those with a
special meaning to the researcher or the study’s participants (Saldana & Omasta, 2018).
Goetz and LeCompte (1984) defined artifacts of interest to researchers as things that
people make and do, and things that can help to illuminate research questions. For
example, textbooks or other instructional materials, such as media materials; memos,
letters, and e-mail records, as well as logs of meetings and activities are appropriate
artifacts to be collected during a qualitative study.
They also described four activities involved in artifact collection: locating
artifacts, identifying the material, analyzing it, and evaluating it. They recommend that
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the more informed the researcher is about the subjects and setting, the more valuable
artifacts may be identified and the more easily access may be gained to those artifacts.
Next, the researcher should analyze similar studies and decipher the assumptions other
researchers have made about the particular artifact. Finally, the researcher should show
that the research supports the study’s various methodologies and promotes the
conclusions based on personal analysis of each artifact (New York University Libraries,
2021). For this study, the researcher asked each exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCM to
provide artifacts believed to be examples of leading in a crisis using the Five Critical
Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership (sense making, decision making and coordination,
meaning making, accounting, and learning). Each exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCM was
given the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership framework as a resource and
guide to select artifacts to provide to the researcher.
Field Testing
McNamara and Magliano (2009) submitted that creating compelling interview
questions is one of the most critical components in the interview design. A field test is a
preliminary tryout of a proposed instrument to see whether it will work for the actual
study in the data collection stages. A field test is performed ahead of time and validates
the research instrument. Both a field test and pilot study take the results and apply
feedback to make changes to the actual researcher instrument (Bagdady, 2020).
Moreover, field tests are completed at the beginning of the research phase, and the
researcher does not have to acquire permission to complete this task; this research cannot
be used as a part of the data collection process (Bagdady, 2020). Only data collected
after the researcher has received permission from the IRB are included in the study.
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Field testing has methodological and ethical implications in a study. For instance,
methodologically, it tests the trustworthiness and dependability of qualitative research. It
also challenges the veracity of the data being collected. Ethically, it leads to prove
whether the information gathered from the target population is accurate. However, it will
also negatively portray the population and violate the Belmont principles of beneficence
if inaccurate (IRB Northcentral University, 2019). Further, this principle states that
researchers are also required to protect the confidentiality of the participants’ personal
information and promote the good of research participants (Weijer & Miller, 2004).
During this study’s field test, the researcher described the purpose of the study,
discussed the procedures for the interview, explained the confidentiality procedures for
the analysis, and ensured the understanding of the participant’s right to withdraw from
the study at any time. By doing this, the researcher established a trusting relationship
with the participant and expressed familiarity with the topic and research procedures by
identifying as a doctoral student with the University of Massachusetts Global campus
(Creswell, 1994). The researcher also explained that this was a thematic research
dissertation in which seven personnel would contribute to the topic with seven separate
leadership groups.
Next, the participant was given the Crisis Interview Protocol (Appendix F)
approximately 3 days before the scheduled interview. This information provided the
participant with ample time to prepare responses to the initial questions. The discussion
began with the researcher restating the purpose of the interview and ensuring the
participant received the proper consent forms to participate in the discussion. The
participant received an email letter of invitation (Appendix C), an informed consent form
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(Appendix E), and the UMass Global Participant’s Bill of Rights (Appendix D). The
researcher asked the participant to state audibly whether he or she had received all forms.
The respondent stated, Yes.” During the interview, an observer was present to monitor
and validate the interview process with the intent to provide valuable input on the entire
process. The observer was chosen based on experience and expertise in qualitative
research. Following the interview, the researcher asked the observer to provide
constructive feedback on the observer feedback form (Appendix G) and to discuss the
effectiveness of the interview process. Additionally, the participant gave feedback to the
researcher using a feedback form (Appendix H). After all other feedback forms were
collected, the researcher provided an interview feedback reflection form (Appendix I).
Faculty and peer researchers met at the conclusion of the team members’ field-test
experiences to consider any necessary revisions to the interview protocol and documents.
Additionally, the researchers determined that two interview questions were very
similar in this thematic process and seemed to elicit the same answer. Therefore, this
question was reworded to gain maximum data from the participants. After the field-test
process, the thematic team made revisions to the interview questions before the final
version was used in this study.
Validity
Validity in qualitative research refers to the degree of congruence between the
explanations of the event and reality (McMillian & Schumacher, 2010). Validity can be
reached through triangulation and not through the control of unrelated variables and
research data. It is the use of chosen methods and the accuracy in which the conclusions
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represent the data collected. Narrative accounts of the artifacts and participant interview
data often illustrate a holistic account of the often difficult crisis.
External Validity
External validity investigates how much a research study’s conclusion can be
hypothesized (Kidder & Judd, 1986). Although the point of this research was not to be
theorized, it was still essential to use the multiple case approach because researchers gain
knowledge from contradicting situations. Furthermore, these contradicting situations led
to a promising start validating the study’s conclusions through theoretical duplication
more than using the single case approach (Yin, 2003).
Internal Validity
Internal validity explores what causes connections instead of investigating
unsupported connections between phenomena (Kidder & Judd, 1986). Because this was
considered a fact-finding study, relying on inferences taken from personal interviews
could challenge internal validity (Yin, 2003). This threat to the internal validity would
have been prevalent if the research had concluded the study based on these personal
interviews. However, in this study, the researcher avoided this phenomenon by focusing
on the content and meaning during each interview, eliminating the researcher’s need to
prematurely assess the situation based on personal logic (Yin, 2003).
Reliability
Reliability is a concept that refers to producing consistent results to prove the
study can be duplicated, yielding the same results (Kidder & Judd, 1986). The term
reliability is used in many different types of research, but it is more often used to assess
qualitative research data. A thorough qualitative study helps researchers better
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understand events that are often confusing or indecipherable (Eisner, 1991). This concept
is in stark contrast to reliability when it pertains to quantitative research. Reliability in
quantitative research is used to assess the quality of a study as it assists in explaining the
research instead of generating an understanding of the research (Stenbacka, 2001). Also,
according to Stenbacka (2001), the notion of reliability is often confusing to researchers
because if the study uses criterion-based sampling, the concern is that the study is
worthless. In direct contrast, Patton (2002) asserted that reliability in a qualitative study
should be a cause for concern when conceiving a research study, collecting and analyzing
data in a study, and examining the quality of the study. While conducting a qualitative
research study, a researcher should ensure reliability by scrutinizing trustworthiness.
This step is crucial to establishing a good quality research report (Seale, 1999).
Trustworthiness rests at the crux of the issues studied. Strauss and Corbin (1990) implied
that standard definitions of good science may demand reformulation to qualify as
qualitative research when analyzing qualitative data.
Overall, validity and reliability increase transparency and decrease opportunities
to insert researcher bias in qualitative research (Singh, 2014). The researcher in this
study established validity and reliability by utilizing multiple data sources to support the
interpretations of the data. The researcher analyzed the participants stories by focusing
on narratives, field notes, and interview reports. The individual stories were coded to
represent common themes, and the findings were classified by formulating themes to
extract meaning.
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Intercoder Reliability
Intercoder reliability is often described as the extent to which independent coders
evaluate a researcher’s collected data and reach the same conclusion (Tinsley & Weiss,
2000). Thus, it is a convenient approach to use with standardized structured interviews.
According to Neuendorf (2002), intercoder reliability is crucial in a researcher’s content
analysis. When it is not established, the study’s data and their interpretation cannot be
validated.
Moreover, intercoder reliability is attained when there is at least 80% or higher
agreement between the researcher’s code summary and that of the independent coder
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The researcher utilized a peer researcher from the thematic
team to separately code a sample of the data so the researcher would have multiple
sources to compare. This process ensured the consistency of the identified themes and
the reliability of the data.
Triangulation
Patton (2015) asserted that triangulation strengthens a study by using several
different approaches to achieve the data needed in a study. However, Denzin (1978)
defined triangulation as the combination of methodologies in studying the same
phenomenon. Moreover, Denzin classified four types of triangulation: data triangulation,
investigator triangulation, theory triangulation, and methodological triangulation.
According to Sarantakos (1998), these triangulation methods are necessary for research
and are adopted for several reasons. They are adopted to allow the researcher to obtain
diverse information on the same issue, use the strength of each method to reduce the
weaknesses of other methods, achieve an elevated scope of validity and reliability, and
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overcome the deficiencies of single-method studies. Because of this, triangulation plays
an essential role in this qualitative research. It was used to prove the study’s importance
and viability, bring validity and reliability, and establish certainty in the research
findings.
Data Collection
Information collected during the interviews was the principal source of data for
this study. These types of exploratory studies do not require a structured approach, and
the researcher has the freedom to encourage participants to share their personal opinions.
Moreover, the researcher defines the situation or event, introduces the topics to be
discussed, and navigates the course of the conversation; the participant responds as
directed or needed (Kvale, 1996). The interviews in this study were semistructured openended interview questions. The researcher prepared a predetermined set of questions but
maintained a selection of probing questions to be used if needed to gather additional
information.
Before beginning this study, the researcher discussed any ethical issues that may
have arisen with interviewing participants of the same rank but junior to her position. In
the literature, ethical problems that can hinder research include codes of professional
conduct for interviews, possible ethical dilemmas, and potential solutions (Punch, 2005).
The researcher wanted to ensure no ethical issues existed before the interviews began.
Before data collection, the researcher completed the Collaborative Institutional Training
Initiative training on social behavior to protect participants’ privacy (Appendix J). Next,
the researcher received approval from UMass Global University IRB to move forward
with the study. After approval, the researcher needed to obtain permission to conduct the
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interviews. Emails were sent to potential participants inviting them to participate in the
study, specifying the amount of time required for the interview, explaining the potential
impact to their routine, and clarifying the intended or expected outcome of the research.
Once the participants agreed to participate in the study, the researcher kept the
confirmation emails in a password-protected file. Because the researcher needed to
establish a level of comfortability with the interview participants, it was essential to
schedule the interviews conducive to the participants’ schedule. This scheduling would
allow them to express themselves and offer multiple perspectives on the subject freely.
With the approval of all participants, the interviews were recorded via Zoom audio and
video recording functions to ensure accuracy in the transcriptions.
Participants were asked the questions in the same order, beginning with
descriptive questions, along with probing questions to add substance to their answers.
Each questionnaire was maintained in a locked file cabinet in the researcher’s office with
security guards and coded access systems in place. After all interviews, the researcher
used an online transcription program, Rev Voice Recorder, to confidentially transcribe
the interviews. Each participating exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCM received a copy of the
transcription to verify its accuracy.
Each exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCM was assigned an alias identity to ensure
confidentiality during the interview process. The alias assignment was given to the
participants based on their occupation in the Navy prior to admission into the CMDCM
program. For example, if the first participant was a culinary specialist master chief in the
Navy, the participant became CSMC-1 for this study. Also, if the second participant was
a master at arms master chief in the Navy, the participant became MAMC-2 for this
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study. After aliases were assigned, each theme was assigned a name referencing the
person interviewed and beginning with the first letter of the alias identity code. For
instance, CSMC-1 became Charlie, and MAMC-2 became Michael. All materials and
transcripts were kept in locked cabinets or password-protected computers if digital and
were destroyed 3 years after the publication of the study.
Data Analysis
After the interviews concluded, each transcript was analyzed to collect particular
phrases, words, and behavior traits (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). After having the
participants confirm the accuracy of their interview transcript, the researcher grouped the
content into codes and themes. As different codes began to appear with frequency from
the interviews, further clarification of themes emerged. This process continued until all
interviews were examined and all themes were examined from each participant. The
researcher collected data through codes and then organized them into themes to be placed
in tables where the frequency of occurrence was noted. The tables were organized by
research question and correlated to the interview questions developed to answer that
research question. Narrative responses of the participants were also quoted to underscore
and punctuate the themes as well as to tell the rich story of the participants’ lived
experience. NVivo is an electronic program that allows the user to format, sort, organize,
and categorize data faster. Moreover, it helps to speed up the process by searching key
words and themes in interview correspondence for quick retrieval. The themes and
frequencies were categorized in a table with comments and labels (Appendix K).
Although software can help organize qualitative data, Patton (2015) noted that
computer programs make the job of analyzing data easier, and the researcher is the “one
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to add creativity and intelligence to the study to make each analysis stand out” (p. 529).
Also, according to Patton, a frequency table allows researchers to interpret collected data
by recognizing essential themes and using detailed descriptions and patterns. This can
afford the researcher the opportunity to analyze the data in an easier and more ordered
manner. Along with the frequency tables, artifacts were requested and collected to assist
in the triangulation of the qualitative data.
Limitations
Limitations in a study highlight the weaknesses associated with the research
design that may impact the outcome. Researchers are obligated to expound on the
limitations of the research with appropriate descriptions (Ross & Bibler Zaidi, 2019).
Therefore, the researcher noted three limitations in this study of exemplary U.S. Navy
CMDCM’s leadership during the COVID-19 pandemic: the interview sample size, the
COVID-19 pandemic, and the researcher as the instrument of study.
Sample Size
The participant interview sample size of five was negligible. Therefore, a more
extensive collection of interviews may have produced additional themes within the study
to expand the level of knowledge. Of contrast, Morse (2000) insisted that the more
useable data garnered from each participant, the fewer interview participants needed. As
a result, samples in a qualitative research study will likely be limited and purposive to
support the type of research analysis required for the study even though a small sample
size has often been seen as insufficient and a threat to the study’s validity (Sandelowski,
1996).
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COVID-19 Pandemic
The COVID-19 pandemic was the second limitation of this study. This pandemic
forced qualitative researchers to cease face-to-face interviews and shift to virtual data
collection procedures to minimize the risk to potential participants (Clay, 2020).
Qualitative research focuses on interviews, field notes, and video recording for future
transcripts vital to the research methodology. However, the COVID-19 pandemic
brought a multitude of physical and ethical challenges that prohibited in-person
fieldwork. For example, insufficient in-person physical fieldwork can create barriers to
building the bond of trust that is needed between a researcher and an interview
participant. Also, participating in research during the COVID-19 pandemic may have led
to more stress because of the intensely personal nature of qualitative research topics
(Santana et al., 2021).
Researcher as the Instrument of the Study
The researcher is the study instrument in qualitative research, which was a
limitation in this study. Patton (2015) stated that many researchers find fault in
qualitative research’s subjectivity. The researcher collects the data, analyzes and
interprets the data, and decides what is meaningful and what is not. The researcher was
the instrument used to collect, analyze, and interpret the data and used comprehensive
skills to understand the information obtained from the participants. The researcher then
interpreted the data according to prior knowledge of the subject to represent the interview
(Turato, 2005). Even though there was the potential for undue influence during the
interviews, this technique of familiarity was used to create a comfortable, conversational
space where the participant would feel safe to recount personal stories and experiences
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(Owens, 2006). However, the researcher still could have made some common mistakes
of leading the participants to answer what the researcher felt was relevant by asking
closed-ended “yes” or “no” questions (deMarrais, 2004). At the time of this study, the
researcher was a U.S. Navy CMDCM with supervisory experience who worked a
multitude of executive level projects and for executive level senior officers. Researcher
bias was mitigated by recording and transcribing the interviews and giving the
transcribed copies to participants for accuracy to ensure the interviews captured what
participants wanted to voice. Additionally, a field test of the protocols was conducted
with a qualified observer providing feedback. The researcher’s codes and themes were
validated with the help of a peer in the doctoral program who analyzed a transcript for
accuracy. This additional effort assisted in reducing the potential of the researcher
influencing participant answers.
Summary
This chapter described the methods and procedures used to investigate the
leadership of exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs who served at strategic installations during
the COVID-19 pandemic. The study was a multiple case study and used qualitative
research methodologies. Data sources included in-depth interviews, artifacts, and field
notes; qualitative data consisted of five comprehensive interviews, transcribed and
confirmed by the participant, and artifact triangulation. In addition, the researcher
outlined the process to utilize codes and themes and encapsulate these in frequency
tables, which were further punctuated by powerful interview quotes from the participants.
The chapter concluded after clarifying the validity, reliability, and limitations of the
study. Chapter IV presents the research findings for the study.
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CHAPTER IV: DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS
Overview
This qualitative multiple case study identified and described strategies exemplary
U.S. Navy Command Master Chiefs (CMDCMs) used to lead during the COVID-19
crisis using the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership. This chapter presents
the data obtained through semistructured open-ended interview questions with five
exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs who participated in virtual interviews. Artifacts were
collected and supported the interview data. The data were organized with six research
questions, revealing themes and patterns. The themes that emerged are directly
connected to Boin et al.’s (2017) Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership (sense
making, decision making and coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning).
The chapter concludes with a summary of the general findings.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to identify and describe
strategies exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs used to lead in crisis using Five Critical Tasks
of Strategic Crisis Leadership (sense making, decision making and coordination, meaning
making, accounting, and learning; Boin et al., 2017) during the COVID-19 pandemic of
2020. In addition, it was the purpose of this study to understand and describe the
experiences of exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs during a time of crisis.
Research Questions
1. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use sense making crisis leadership
strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020?
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2. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use decision making and coordination
crisis leadership strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020?
3. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use meaning making crisis leadership
strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020?
4. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use accounting crisis leadership strategies
during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020?
5. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use learning crisis leadership strategies
during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020?
6. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs describe their experiences as leaders
during the time of crisis?
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures
The research method used in this study was a qualitative multiple case design,
which relies on smaller samples and requires substantial time for data collection (Patton,
2015). The researcher chose this method to capture the qualitative data to include factual
narratives and experiences. Further, the data were needed to arrive at a deeper
understanding of leaders’ behavior during a crisis from a sample of five exemplary U.S.
Navy CMDCMs who led their installations through the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020.
The lens utilized for the study were the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership
(sense making, decision making and coordination, meaning making, accounting, and
learning; Boin et al., 2017). Before conducting this study, the researcher found no
substantial research concerning exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs and their use of the Five
Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Consequently, the findings of this study provided detailed insight into the lived
experiences of five exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs.
Interview Process and Procedure
Semistructured open-ended interviews were the primary source of data collection
for this study. An essential focus for data collection was to provide detailed descriptions
of how exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs used Boin et al.’s (2017) Five Critical Tasks of
Strategic Crisis Leadership. According to Patton (2015), interviewing subjects varies
according to different traditions and research techniques. The preferred approach to data
collection for this study was interviews conducted with exemplary leaders.
This researcher was part of a team of nine peer researchers who collaboratively
developed the interview questions aligned to each variable attribute of the Five Critical
Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership (Appendix F), which aligned to each of the research
questions. The interview questions were analyzed by the thematic team chairs who acted
as research experts to determine whether the questions were appropriately objective and
would result in the desired depth of responses.
Before each interview, each participant was emailed the Five Critical Tasks of
Strategic Crisis Leadership interview questions and definitions (see Appendix F). The
researcher began with basic demographic questions, which led to more descriptive
questions. The researcher wanted to understand the strategies of exemplary U.S. Navy
CMDCMs during the COVID-19 pandemic. These interviews helped facilitate the
researcher’s assessment of the subject’s leadership strategies in relation to the research
variables. Moreover, the researcher asked each interviewee the same semistructured
open-ended interview questions in the same sequence, allowing the researcher to have the
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consistency of the interview process and enhance reliability. Finally, the researcher
asked probing questions to permit the interviewee to elaborate and provide a more
detailed account when necessary.
During this study’s field test, the researcher described the purpose of the study,
discussed the procedures for the interview, explained the confidentiality procedures for
the analysis, and ensured the understanding of the participant’s right to withdraw from
the study at any time. By doing this, the researcher established a trusting relationship
with the participant and expressed familiarity with the topic and research procedures by
identifying as a doctoral student with the UMass Global University campus (Creswell,
1994). The researcher also explained that this was a thematic research dissertation in
which seven personnel contributed to the topic by representing seven separate leadership
groups in their dissertations.
Next, the participant was given the Crisis Interview Protocol (Appendix F)
approximately 3 days before the scheduled interview. This information provided the
participant with ample time to prepare responses to the initial questions. The discussion
began with the researcher restating the purpose of the interview and ensuring the
participant received the proper consent forms to participate in the discussion. The
participant received an email letter of invitation (Appendix C), the UMass Global
Participant’s Bill of Rights (Appendix D), and the informed consent form (Appendix E).
During the interview, an observer was present to monitor and validate the interview
process to provide valuable input on the entire process. The observer was chosen based
on experience and expertise in qualitative research. Following the interview, the
researcher asked the observer to provide constructive feedback on the observer feedback
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form (Appendix G) and discuss the effectiveness of the interview process. Additionally,
the participant gave feedback to the researcher using a feedback form (Appendix H).
After collecting all feedback forms, the researcher provided an interview feedback
reflection form (Appendix I). The field-test data and feedback provided to each peer
researcher was used to finalize the instrument.
For this study, an expert panel identified eight CMDCMs who met the exemplary
criteria for the study. Eight CMDCMs were invited to participate in the study and were
provided emailed copies of the Invitation to Participate (Appendix C), UMass Global
University Participant’s Bill of Rights (Appendix D), an informed consent form
(Appendix E), and Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership interview questions
and definitions (Appendix F). All eight CMDCMs consented to participate in the study.
The first five CMDCMs to respond were selected to be interviewed. The interviews
occurred between November 22, 2021 and December 7, 2021. All five exemplary U.S.
Navy CMDCMs were interviewed using the virtual Zoom video conferencing platform.
All participant interviews were conducted remotely because of the COVID-19 restrictions
imposed on social gatherings by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
and the university.
The participant interview duration ranged from 42 min to 71 min. All interviews
were recorded using Zoom and transcribed using the Fireflies application. For the
reliability of the study, the transcribed interviews were emailed to each participant
individually to review for accuracy. All exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs were satisfied
with the transcriptions and gave the researcher permission to use their interviews.
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Artifacts were requested and collected to assist in triangulating the qualitative
data. For this study, the researcher asked the CMDCMs to supply artifacts they believed
were examples of leading in crisis using the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis
Leadership (sense making, decision making and coordination, meaning making,
accounting, and learning). Additionally, the researcher collected artifacts for this study in
digital content such as team meeting agendas and minutes, social media meeting
recordings with teams, commanding officer guidance presentations, and other online
content. A total of 55 digital artifacts were collected during the interviews.
The interview transcriptions and digital artifacts were uploaded into the NVivo
software program for data analysis and storage. The NVivo software was the primary
tool used to organize all coded data for patterns and themes and to create reports that
provided details for the study. The coded themes reflected the CMDCMs’ responses,
digital artifacts, and links to the original research questions. The coded themes
answering the research questions were connected to the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic
Crisis Leadership framework. A frequency table was generated for each theme to show
its occurrence in each participant’s responses.
Population
The population of this study was 658 U.S. Navy CMDCMs. A CMDCM is the
most senior enlisted person at any Navy command afloat and ashore who works closely
with the executive officer but reports directly to the commanding officer on enlisted wellbeing and war-fighting readiness. Moreover, CMDCMs train and prepare enlisted
personnel to prevail in the face of adversity with strength and determination (Navy Cool,
2021). Therefore, this group met a specific criterion, which allowed the researcher to
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generalize findings from the study (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The target
population in this study was 69 CMDCMs in the U.S. Navy who have led shore
installations during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020. The sample population was the
five exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs assigned to the five large mission-critical
installations randomly selected from a list provided by the installation commanding
officers. Figure 11 (repeated for ease of reference) illustrates the study’s population,
target, and sample size.

Population
Target

U.S. Navy Command
Master Chiefs - 658 U.S. Navy Command
Master Chiefs at
Shore Installation
Commands - 69

Sample: Exemplary

U.S. Navy Command
Master Chiefs at
Mission Critical
Shore Installation
Commands - 5

Figure 11. Population, target population, sample.

Sample
According to Patton (2015), the sample size for a qualitative study depends on
what the researcher is trying to uncover. Further, Creswell (2008) stated, “The target
population or ‘sampling frame’ is the actual list of sampling units from which the sample
is selected” (p. 393). For this study, of the 69 U.S. Navy CMDCMs in the target
population assigned to shore installations, 28 of those CMDCMs were posted to the
mission-critical shore installations essential to this study. The sample of five CMDCMs
was selected from those 28 installations. These five CMDCMs met the criteria of having
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served at those vital installations during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 (see Table 1).
The analysis used to determine the sample population of five exemplary U.S. Navy
CMDCMs who served at mission-critical installations during the COVID-19 pandemic
was a list of 20 recommendations from commanding officers of the exemplary CMDCMs
who serve under them. This study was delimited to five exemplary leaders who had a
minimum of 3 years of experience in their position and who had demonstrated successful
leadership during a crisis. In addition, the exemplary leaders in this study had to meet
two or more of the following criteria:
• recognition by their peers
• articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings
• membership in professional associations in their field
• participation in workshops, training, or seminars focused on crisis leadership
Demographic Data
The qualitative multiple case study was comprised of five exemplary U.S. Navy
CMDCMs who met a set criterion. The five CMDCMs interviewed ranged from 40- to
50-year-old males. Their experience as CMDCMs ranged from 6 to 12 years. The
installation capacity for each CMDCM ranged from 15,000 to 43,000 personnel and was
home to ships, submarines, and ashore personnel. Table 1 represents the demographic
information of the CMDCMs who participated in the interviews and shows the years of
active-duty service, years of service as a CMDCM, years of service as a CMDCM on
their installation, gender, and age.
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Table 1
Demographic Information of CMDCMs
Years of service
Participant

Active duty

CMDCM

On an installation

Gender

Age

CMDCM 1
CMDCM 2
CMDCM 3
CMDCM 4
CMDCM 5

27
31
30
28
22

8
12
10
7
6

1 year, 10 months
2 years
2 years
1 year, 9 months
1 year, 8 months

M
M
M
M
M

40–50
40–50
40–50
40–50
40–50

Note. CMDCM = Command Master Chief.

Presentation and Analysis of Data
This chapter’s presentation and data analysis stemmed from the qualitative data
collected through virtual interviews with five exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs. The data
are presented to document this qualitative multiple case study, identify, and describe
strategies exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs used to lead during the COVID-19 pandemic
using the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership (sense making, decision
making and coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning; Boin et al., 2017).
Data from the interviews and artifacts were collected and coded to determine the
frequency of themes related to the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership
framework.
Each theme was validated by the participants’ detailed descriptions of their
leadership during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020. The total frequencies for all themes
were 1,292 to which 18 themes were identified. Finally, the data analysis is presented
using the study’s research questions as the framework to determine the themes in
response to the purpose of this study.
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Data for Research Question 1
Research Question 1 asked, “How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use sense
making crisis leadership strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic?” The first research
question identified and described crisis leadership practices using sense making, one of
the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership. In this study, sense making is
defined as how leaders give meaning to their collective experiences and develop plausible
images to comprehend, understand, explain, and predict during a crisis. It is a way of
processing, communicating, and problem solving that leads to actions that make sense
and give meaning (Weick et al., 2005).
Critical Task: Sense Making
The interview protocol included three questions related to the sensemaking
process of leading during a crisis. The data were organized into three overarching
sensemaking themes based on the CMDCMs’ responses. There were 190 frequencies
including 14 artifacts. Figure 12 illustrates the frequency of the themes for sense making.

Information
Gathering
45
(24%)

Data
Collaboration and
Planning
58
(31%)

Communication
Approach
87
(45%)
Collaboration and Planning

Communication Approach

Information Gathering

Figure 12. Frequency of coded entries for the critical task of sense making.
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Overarching theme: communication approach. The theme with the highest
frequency under the critical task of sense making was communication. The responses for
communication garnered 81 interview frequencies and six artifact frequencies for a total
of 87 frequencies or 45% of the coded data for sense making. In addition,
communication was 7% of the overall 1,292 frequencies coded by the researcher.
Contained in this overarching theme were three coded strategies of multiple
communication sources, frequency of communication, and type of communication.
These results were compatible with Boin et al. (2017) as the exemplary U.S. Navy
CMDCMs interviewed were adamant about the importance of communication during the
COVID-19 pandemic (Table 2).
Table 2
Critical Task: Sense Making–Overarching Theme of Communication Approach
Coded
strategy

Interviews
coded

Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

Frequency
%

Multiple
communication
sources
Frequency of
communication

5

2

28

2

30

34

5

1

17

1

18

21

Type of
Communication

5

3

36

3

39

45

6

81

6

87

100

Totals

Note. The total frequency of the overarching theme of communication approach = 87.

The explanation and definition of communication from CMDCMs 1, 2, 3, and 5
aligned with Kennedy (2008) who stated that it is important to place value on listening to
enhance the outcomes of crises. CMDCM 1 explained about the chain of command’s
communication efforts:
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Communication techniques were based on each occasion when the chain of
command held meetings and local town hall forums to give regular updates on
what was happening with the COVID-19 crisis. Communication is the key to
ensuring everyone understood and knew what was going on with the pandemic.
CMDCM 2 emphasized the importance of accurate communication:
My communication initially started with a plain conversation. I wanted to make
sure I talked to people face to face as much as I could during the COVID
environment so they could be reassured that everyone was on the same page. I
wanted everyone to understand the health protection conditions and how to stay
safe.
CMDCM 3 explained why communication was important:
Communication is the key to ensuring everyone understood this pandemic and
what was going on with it. Also, being transparent with everything, assisted us in
communicating our plan and reducing the uncertainties of this pandemic. We put
the word out and allowed everyone to ask questions.
CMDCM 4 insisted on the importance of active communication to ensure success:
Our plan was to continuously communicate with everyone on the installation
because frequent communication made everyone feel at ease. We wanted
everyone to have the same information the leadership had because we hoped it
would be enough to help ease any anxiety and help everyone focus on the
mission.
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CMDCM 5 described the benefits of pointed communication with his teams:
The chain of command decided to focus on specific information for specific
groups so the right information would get to the right groups. This was vital to
mission success and success in the fight against COVID. I didn’t think medical
personnel needed to know the information that was pertinent to my security team.
It would just be added information that could confuse some of our younger
sailors.
The artifacts collected in the communication theme included frequent team
meeting agendas, email communication from the chain of command, and disseminated
COVID literature. Five of the participants expressed the importance of email
communication from the chain of command and the use of disseminated COVID
literature throughout the installation. Three of the five CMDCMs expressed literature
from the COVID response teams to the stakeholders via social media and virtual
meetings was invaluable to leadership.
Overarching theme: collaboration and planning. The second most frequent
theme under sense making was collaboration and planning. The responses for
collaboration and planning garnered 54 interview frequencies and five artifact
frequencies for 87 or 31% of the coded data for sense making. In addition, collaboration
and planning were 5% of the overall 1,292 frequencies coded by the researcher.
Contained in this overarching theme were four coded strategies, crisis action team
meetings, COVID response team meetings, medical response team meetings, and
emergency management team meetings (Table 3).
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Table 3
Critical Task: Sense Making–Overarching Theme of Collaboration and Planning
Coded
strategy

Interviews
coded

Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

Frequency
%

Crisis action teams

4

1

12

1

13

22

COVID response teams
Medical response teams

5
2

3
1

12
21

3
1

15
22

26
37

Emergency
management teams
Totals

3

0

9

0

9

15

5

54

5

59

100

Note. The total frequency of the overarching theme of collaboration and planning = 59.

CMDCM 1 referenced utilizing special teams to collect and process the plethora
of information about the COVID-19 crisis:
We had crisis teams on standby with preplanned responses in case of an
emergency. For example, once everyone realized what we were dealing with, we
jumped right in with using our emergency response teams. These teams consisted
of the operations officer, the emergency manager, medical personnel, our public
affairs team, and of course the chain of command.
CMDCM 2 emphasized the importance of teamwork in gathering information during this
COVID-19 crisis:
My chain of command and I assembled COVID response teams and crisis action
teams to collect all the information being funneled through various channels into
useable data. Many teams also included medical officers, emergency managers,
the commanding officer, the executive officer, and the command master chief. As
a matter of fact, teams from the local community included representatives from
the Centers for Disease Control to help funnel the high priority level of
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information. This really helped those relatively small organizations on the
installation with a limited number of personnel attached.
CMDCM 3 stated the importance of the planning team meetings for clarity and
cohesiveness:
I always used our core planning teams to lay out the plan so everyone could
understand what was going on. Everyone who attended the meetings came with
all the collected information to cover all angles. As leaders, we also activated our
crisis planning teams to help categorize our information into useable data to form
a plan. This plan allowed us to disseminate information to everyone and
understand the effects it would have on individuals. We held periodic meetings to
communicate appropriately. These meetings normally happened quarterly;
however, we hold these meetings monthly since the COVID crisis has hit us.
CMDCM 4 believed a collective team would enable smooth communications:
I wanted to come up with something for the good of the community to use to keep
the communication channels open. Once my team came up with a plan, we kind
of ran with it. We put it on paper and monthly pushed out new guidance or
guidelines for dealing with COVID. Lastly, we made sure to put the right people
in the right places to ensure they had all the right information before attempting to
address the installation. Finally, we just let the resident experts do their jobs and
educate us.
The artifacts collected in the collaboration and planning theme included team
memorandums, planning agendas, detailed response plans, and medical information
packets disseminated throughout the installation. In addition, many artifacts included

98

agendas and action items from the Department of Defense pandemic response
conferences that many regional commanders attended with the secretary of defense.
These pandemic response agendas and action items are classified as secret because they
pertained to classified military assets.
Overarching theme: information gathering. The final theme under sense
making was information gathering. The responses for information gathering garnered 42
interview frequencies and three artifact frequencies for a total of 45 frequencies or 24%
of the coded data for sense making. In addition, information gathering was 3% of the
overall 1,292 frequencies coded by the researcher. Contained in this overarching theme
were three coded strategies: installation medical clinic, city/state medical agency, and
Centers for Disease Control (Table 4).
Table 4
Critical Task: Sense Making–Overarching Theme of Information Gathering
Coded
strategy

Interviews
coded

Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

Frequency
%

Installation hospital

5

1

16

1

17

38

City/state medical
agency

5

1

4

1

5

11

Centers for Disease
Control

5

1

22

1

23

51

3

42

3

45

100

Totals

Note. The total frequency of the overarching theme of information gathering = 45.

CMDCM 1 referenced the importance of other entities gathering information to
provide to the installation:
The local community’s medical facilities surrounding the installation began
disseminating information to us through separate channels to help decipher and
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track the latest data. This data included the latest transmission numbers, the latest
health protection conditions of readiness, and the number of COVID-positive
people in the surrounding civilian community. This information was valuable to
us because 80% of our base population took up residence off the base in the local
community.
CMDCM 2 stated the importance of the information source in the local community:
This information source was vital to the installation and the local community.
Many agencies were interested in a military/local community collaboration or
alliance to help each other combat any pandemic issues. Similarly, I was mostly
interested in this collaboration because of the transmission of the virus onto the
installation due to the local community guidelines. I believed we all could win if
we worked together.
CMDCM 3 looked at information gathering as a sense of self-preservation:
The leadership wanted to gather all information pertinent to the crisis to put out
the facts as they knew it. This would give all installation members the
opportunity to digest it as they saw fit to help combat the crisis. We made sure to
get info from the installation medical team, the emergency management team, our
public affairs team, and the local Centers for Disease Control so it would not be
considered secondhand information. They would be getting this directly from
those who understood the information the most. This way, they could answer any
questions that could not be answered by the leaders of the installation. I am glad
we did it his way because those hard questions did come up.
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CMDCM 4 discussed the importance of information gathering as a matter of forward
thinking:
As a team, we wanted to make sure we and our public had access to all the
information from all sources. We believe, if we can have a clear path to all the
latest information, we can formulate plans in the event of a similar crisis.
The artifacts collected in the information-gathering theme included medical
information sheets, state and local medical information sheets, national medical
information sheets, and all transmission rates for the COVID virus. In addition, all
personally identifiable information was removed from all medical forms. The overall
frequency and major coded themes that surfaced from the interviews and coded artifacts
for sense making were communication (45%), collaboration and planning (31%), and
information gathering (24%).
Data for Research Question 2
Research Question 2 asked, “How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use
decision making and coordination crisis leadership strategies during the COVID-19
pandemic of 2020?” The second research question identified and described crisis
leadership practices using decision making and coordination, one of the Five Critical
Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership. In this study, decision making and coordination
was the process of making well-informed decisions that delineate a clear course of action
through analysis, planning, communication, collaboration, and cooperation between
partners and the expected value to mitigate the crisis response (Boin et al., 2017; Crowe,
2013; FEMA, 2012; Johnson, 2018).
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Critical Task: Decision Making and Coordination
The interview protocol included three questions related to the decision making
and coordination process of leading during a crisis. The data were organized into three
overarching themes for decision making and coordination based on the CMDCMs’
responses. There were 202 interview frequencies collected, including nine artifacts.
Figure 13 illustrates the frequency of the themes for decision making and coordination.

Data
Communication
Methods Methods
59
(29%)

Mission Impact
50
(25%)
Planning Team
Meetings
93
(46%)
Communication Methods

Planning Team Meetings

Mission Impact

Figure 13. Frequency for coded entries for the critical task of decision making and coordination.

Overarching theme: planning team meetings. The theme with the highest
frequency under the critical task of decision making and coordination was planning team
meetings. The responses garnered 89 interview frequencies and four artifact frequencies
for 93 frequencies or 46% of the coded data for decision making and coordination. In
addition, planning team meetings was 7% of the overall 1,292 frequencies coded by the
researcher. Contained in this overarching theme were three coded strategies: partner
feedback, emergency management operations, and medical data. These results were
compatible with Boin et al. (2017) as the exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs interviewed
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were strongly supportive of the planning team meetings during the COVID-19 pandemic
(Table 5).
Table 5
Critical Task: Decision making and Coordination–Overarching Theme of Planning Team Meetings
Coded
strategy

Interviews
coded

Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

Frequency
%

Partner feedback
Emergency management
operations

5
5

0
1

26
21

0
1

26
22

28
24

Medical data
Totals

5

3
4

42
89

3
4

45
93

48
100

Note. The total frequency of the overarching theme of planning team meetings = 93.

CMDCM 1 explained the significance of planning team meetings:
Utilizing planning team meetings are essential in collaborating and coordinating
with our partners during this pandemic. We utilize planning teams or board of
directors to help tailor the information to either be military or civilian specific,
depending on which group we are talking to at the time. Our partners can help
with the specific language so that the plans would be beneficial to everyone.
CMDCM 2 described the importance of having all partners at all meetings:
All partners have a seat at the table during all planning meetings, so each side
would know what the other side needed for everyone to produce a plan that
works. We also use plans to build a strong relationship or partnership between us
and our community partners. The support received and given to each other is
invaluable in a crisis.
CMDCM 3 stated that planning meetings provide a sense of direction for those in
leadership positions:
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Sense of direction is deemed as something that is needed to reduce any fear and
anxiety that may be present in our personnel. We have also found success in
utilizing the COVID response team consisting of a medical officer, an emergency
management officer, a public affairs officer, and the senior leadership of the
installation to help interpret the data. We do this in a manner so everyone can get
the info they need as well as understand that info.
CMDCM 5 stated that once everyone has the same information, they will know which
direction the installation is going and have a lessened sense of fear and anxiety:
We continuously hold leadership meetings with our emergency teams and include
our local community partners so they can have all the pieces together to paint the
big picture. This ensures everyone feels secure. We needed our community
partners as well as our installation partners to make sure we had all the facts
straight, so we were not doing more harm than good. I will say we did a good job
at this and painting a picture that everyone could understand.
Artifacts collected in the planning team meeting theme included medical statistics
without personal information, nonclassified operational plans, meeting agendas and notes
from installation leadership, and local and community partners. In addition, some
artifacts were redacted to omit personal identifying information.
Overarching theme: communication methods. The second most frequent
theme under decision making and coordination was communication methods. The
responses garnered 56 interview frequencies and three artifact frequencies for 59
frequencies or 29% of the coded data for decision making and coordination. In addition,
communication methods was 5% of the overall 1,292 frequencies coded by the
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researcher. Contained in this overarching theme were three coded strategies: social
media, communication with stakeholders, and leadership to sailor feedback. These
results were compatible with Boin et al. (2017) as the exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs
interviewed were in full support of different methods of communication during the
COVID-19 pandemic (Table 6).
Table 6
Critical Task: Decision making and Coordination–Overarching Theme of Communication Methods
Coded
strategy

Interviews
coded

Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

Frequency
%

Social media

5

1

17

1

18

31

Communication with
stakeholders

5

2

27

2

29

49

Leadership to sailor
feedback

3

0

12

0

12

20

3

56

3

59

100

Totals

Note. The total frequency of the overarching theme of communication methods = 59.

CMDCM 1 discussed the importance of different communication methods:
Communication is key to helping reduce stress, fear, and anxiety among the
personnel on their installation. We all discussed the efforts by the chain of
command to hold periodic meetings to ensure all information was accurate and
disseminated in a timely manner to keep everyone current, up-to-date, and no one
was left in the dark about what was going on. Also, this way, the chain of
command could answer any/all questions themselves so everyone would hear it
from those who are in charge.
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CMDCM 2 talked about the importance of communication during a crisis:
Sometimes subordinates believe leaders care more about solving the crisis than
they do about the well-being of those doing the job. However, having honest
communication with the masses will show them just how much leadership cares
about them and how much we want to instill hope in them that the installation will
get through the crisis together.
CMDCM 3 stated they had to ensure information was free flowing:
We never had any issues where people didn’t understand exactly what was being
talked about. We gave them all the information they needed to understand the
pandemic in its entirety. We gave them the facts because it was just the right
thing to do to ease tensions and show we care about them and their families.
CMDCM 4 stated leadership insisted on open and honest communication:
We were always honest and were pretty much an open book with our personnel so
we would know what was going on in their lives. We felt we needed to know
these things so we could help them do their jobs.
The artifacts collected in the communications theme included stakeholder
evaluations of the chain of command, commanding officer newsletters, commanding
officer suggestion box comments from sailors, and recorded social media question and
answer sessions.
Overarching theme: mission impact. The last theme coded under the critical
task of decision making and coordination was mission impact. Mission impact is
considered anything that would help or hinder an installation’s mission during this crisis.
The responses garnered 48 interview frequencies and two artifact frequencies for a total
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of 50 frequencies or 25% of the coded data for decision making and coordination. In
addition, this theme was 4% of the overall 1,292 frequencies coded by the researcher.
Contained in this overarching theme were three coded strategies, schedule change
frequency, social media frequency, and virtual meetings. These results were compatible
with Boin et al. (2017) as the exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMS interviewed found
mission impact crucial during the COVID-19 pandemic (Table 7).
Table 7
Critical Task: Decision making and Coordination–Overarching Theme of Mission Impact
Coded
strategy

Interviews
coded

Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

Frequency
%

Schedule change
frequency

3

0

11

0

11

22

Social media
frequency

5

1

19

1

20

40

Virtual meetings
Totals

5

1
2

18
48

1
2

19
50

38
100

Note. The total frequency of the overarching theme of Mission Impact = 50.

CMDCM 3 discussed mission impact when making decisions during the COVID19 crisis:
Social media is a game changer, especially for the old folks like myself and my
chain of command. The information flows rather smoothly on any platform, and
you seem to get the information instantly. Once we had all the pertinent
information, we could make decisions for the installation that would be in the best
interest of everyone as far as the mission was concerned.
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CMDCM 4 explained the importance of discussing mission impact with stakeholders:
The mission affects everyone on or off the installation, so the collaboration
between senior leadership and the stakeholders is essential to analyzing, planning,
and communicating what may happen. Once the stakeholders understand the
mission, their role, and the mission severity, they become very accommodating
and was willing to work just as hard as the rest of us. All they need is the correct
information to formulate their portion of the plan. We always say mission first
and sailors always, for a reason. We need everyone on this installation to be
involved in securing mission success and fighting this crisis at the same time.
One affects the other, and we cannot get them confused.
CMDCM 5 expressed the importance of not blurring lines of communication when it
comes to mission impact:
The installation will fail at its mission and lose the fight against COVID if lines
become blurred. Neither of these options are acceptable, so “Mission First,
Sailors Always.” Holding virtual meetings to address multiple personnel in
multiple places will always be the best course of action to disseminate
information about our mission. I believe virtual communication/meetings is here
to stay and will continue to improve. There are so many versatile functions when
using virtual platforms, such as breakout rooms to hold separate and smaller
roundtable meetings to discuss many topics simultaneously. With all this
technology, the opportunity for mission success is greater than ever, in my
opinion.

108

The artifacts collected in the mission impact theme included social media
screenshots of information, virtual meeting agendas, and Facebook town hall questions
and answers. Unfortunately, classified information was redacted from many of the
agendas, and some questions were not answered at the town hall meetings due to
information sensitivity. Therefore, classified information was not allowed for public
viewing.
The overall frequency and major coded themes that surfaced from the interviews
and coded artifacts for decision making and coordination were planning team meetings
(46%), communication (29%), and mission impact (25%).
Data for Research Question 3
Research Question 3 asked, “How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use
meaning making crisis leadership strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020?”
The third research question identified and described crisis leadership practices using
meaning making, one of the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership. In this
study, meaning making is the communication of an authoritative account of a crisis to
those directly affected and the population. It is also the factual presentation of a narrative
that shows empathy and instills confidence in the framing of the crisis and response
measures to establish legitimacy and provide a sense of direction and hope to reduce fear
and anxiety (Barnard, 1940; Boin & McConnell, 2007; Boin & Renaud, 2013; Boin et al.,
2017; Helsloot & Groenendaal, 2017).
Critical Task: Meaning Making
The interview protocol included three questions related to the meaning making
process of leading during a crisis. The data were organized into three overarching themes
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for meaning making based on the CMDCDs’ responses. There were 218 interview
frequencies collected, including eight artifacts. Figure 14 illustrates the frequency of the
themes for meaning making.

Data
Open and Honest
Communication
67
(31%)

Mission Impact
80
(37%)

Leads by Example
71
(32%)
Open and Honest Communication

Leads by Example

Mission Impact

Figure 14. Frequency for coded entries for the critical task of meaning making.
Overarching theme: mission impact. The theme with the highest frequency
under the critical task of meaning making was mission impact. The responses garnered
76 interview frequencies and 4 artifact frequencies for a total of 80 frequencies or 37% of
the coded data for meaning making. In addition, mission impact was 6% of the overall
1,292 frequencies coded by the researcher. Contained in this overarching theme were
three coded strategies: ready for tasking, global impact, and installation impact. These
results were compatible with Boin et al. (2017) as the exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs
interviewed were strongly supportive of preparing for mission impact during the COVID19 pandemic (Table 8).
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Table 8
Critical Task: Meaning Making–Overarching Theme of Mission Impact
Coded
strategy
Ready for tasking
Global impact
Installation impact
Totals

Interviews
coded
2
5
5

Artifacts
coded
1
1
2
4

Interview
frequency
9
30
37
76

Artifact
frequency
1
1
2
4

Total
frequency
10
31
39
80

Frequency
%
13
39
48
100

Note. The total frequency of the overarching theme of mission impact = 80.

According to Tausen, Miles, Lawrie, and Macrae (2018), leaders must take
ownership of their actions and their effect on others. CMDCM 1 felt strongly about
reducing fear, anxiety, and increasing readiness for tasking as tied to mission impact. He
stated ownership is the key:
All we did was remind them of the mission, give them their marching orders, and
let them be creative in their own ways of getting the job done. Letting them be
creative gave them a sense of purpose and ownership in the process. This type of
leadership has always been my go-to method. It has worked so far, so I think I
will keep using it. I took the risk of letting them be creative and held myself
accountable if things did not go as planned.
CMDCM 3 stated that the leaders often held meetings with their crisis teams to ensure all
data were considered in their mission plans:
We just gave direction, ensured everyone had all relevant information, and stood
by to assist when needed. As a senior command leader, I felt it necessary not to
micromanage my personnel. If I do, they will think I don’t trust them to do the
job, and I need them to be ready to complete my mission when the time comes.
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Having them constantly wait on me to tell them what to do will not get our
mission completed.
CMDCM 5 discussed how his mission had a global impact on the military:
I know it sounds like I am speaking to the choir, but what we do here matters to
our nation’s military agenda. We hold a vital part in the mission plan, and if our
people don’t understand what that essential part is, they cannot plan to help
execute it. Also, our installation is impacted tremendously by this pandemic and
our part in the mission. If this pandemic takes over my installation, it will almost
definitely open a gap in our defenses. I think that is all I can say about that
without breaking the rules. Mission impact is important.
The artifacts collected in the meaning making theme included training manuals
for those standing various watches. The researcher only viewed the basic qualifications
pages because of the privacy act. Installation mission, vision, and guiding principles
were also collected as a reminder of what the mission is and what part the installation has
in that mission.
Overarching theme: leads by example. The second most frequent theme in
meaning making was leads by example. The responses garnered 68 interview
frequencies and three artifact frequencies for a total of 71 frequencies or 32% of the
coded data for meaning making. In addition, leads by example was a total of 5% of the
overall 1,292 frequencies coded by the researcher. Contained in this overarching theme
were transparency, setting the example, and honesty. These results were compatible with
Boin et al. (2017) as the exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs interviewed were strongly
supportive of leading by example during the COVID-19 pandemic (Table 9).
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Table 9
Critical Task: Meaning Making – Overarching Theme Leads by Example
Coded
strategy

Interviews
coded

Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

Frequency
%

Transparency

4

1

19

1

20

28

Setting the example
Honesty
Totals

5
5

1
1
3

27
22
68

1
1
3

28
23
71

40
32
100

Note. The total frequency of the overarching theme of leads by example = 71.

CMDCM 1 referenced leading by example as a way of accepting responsibility
and accepting leadership during the pandemic crisis:
There is one example I can give that is very valuable when dealing with
leadership and mission-essential personnel, and that is leaders should always
classify themselves as mission essential right alongside those they lead. It is
important to do this so the leadership can understand what is going on and show
those they lead how much they support and respect them throughout this
pandemic and every day.
CMDCM 2 stated that leading by example shows subordinates that leaders are not above
anyone, and there is only one team:
As a leader, I try to get out and about to visit those that are standing watch to
make sure they are good and to show them we are all fighting this crisis together.
I make a conscious effort to lead by example, so I am not showing them how to
do the wrong thing but showing them how to do the right thing. Leaders should
want to know what their people know and prove to them it is one team, one fight.
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CMDCM 3 stated that leading by example builds trust and respect in leadership:
Building trust with those you lead should always be a leader’s top priority. I tried
to ensure my people knew we were leaders that would always be honest with
them and transparent in everything we did. For example, if no one could get
haircuts at the barbershops on the installation, I did my own at home. Sure, it
looks terrible, but that’s what needed to be done to show subordinates that
leadership follows the rules too. We stayed consistent across the board.
CMDCM 4 explained that leading by example is the only way to be a great leader:
I wholeheartedly believe that a leader should never have the “do as I say, not as I
do” mentality when dealing with people. If a leader does one thing but tells their
subordinates to do the opposite, that leader will be seen as a person without honor
or courage in the eyes of those they lead. Having the courage to do what is right
even when no one is looking is something that should be engrained in all leaders.
I make a conscious effort to lead by example, so I am demonstrating what is right.
CMDCM 5 described how he operates as a leader who sets the right example:
As a leader, I try to talk to everyone I can at least once a day to make sure they
have everything they need. Leaders should always be honest with those they lead
and always lead by example. I always use myself as an example of what right
looks like. This sets the tone for those I lead to follow in my footsteps as their
leader. I believe if you lead by example, you will give employees extra
confidence by knowing the chain of command is looking out for their best
interests.
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The artifacts collected in the theme of leading by example included logbook
entries from security watch posts, photos of leadership with sailors at special events, and
sailor and leader development seminar agendas.
Overarching theme: open and honest communication. The last theme in
meaning making was open and honest communication. The responses garnered 66
interview frequencies and one artifact frequency for a total of 67 frequencies or 31% of
the coded data for meaning making. In addition, open and honest communication was
5% of the overall 1,292 frequencies coded by the researcher. Contained in this
overarching theme were establishing trust, chain of command involvement, and
transparency. These results were compatible with Boin et al. (2017) as the exemplary
U.S. Navy CMDCMs interviewed were strongly supportive of having open and honest
communication during the COVID-19 pandemic (Table 10).
Table 10
Critical Task: Meaning Making–Overarching Theme of Open and Honest Communication
Coded
strategy

Interviews
coded

Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

Frequency
%

Establishing trust

5

0

32

0

32

48

Chain of command
involvement
Transparency

2

1

15

1

16

24

4

0

19

0

19

28

1

66

1

67

100

Totals

Note. The total frequency of the overarching theme of open and honest communication = 67.

CMDCM 1 believed that extensive chain of command involvement assisted in
presenting a factual narrative of the COVID-19 crisis:
The installation’s commanding officer would gather all info and filter out the
most important parts so the chain of command could personally update the
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installation via small group meetings, social media, or other virtual platforms.
The chain of command thought this was the best way to establish trust and be
completely transparent with all who served on the installation.
Schein (2016) contended that leaders must be authentic to support a positive culture.
They need to give themselves and others the right to express themselves freely at work.
CMDCM 3 expressed the importance of the chain of command staying positive,
involved, and visible to those they lead.
Since this crisis affects everyone, the leaders hoped that showing their visibility
and openness would help everyone remain positive and assist in squashing some
of the fear and anxiety everyone was feeling. I am a part of the chain of
command, and to do my part, I would develop different work schedules for those
that needed extra time away from the installation until the situation with COVID
improved. We would purposely keep teams together so everyone would be
familiar with the intricacies of each other and learn to help each other when
needed. This is one way we let our subordinates be themselves and think for
themselves. I have found this builds positivity within the organization. This was
a way of showing others that we cared about their well-being.
CMDCM 4 stressed the significance of maintaining open and honest communication:
We try to present the facts as they happen. I want my people to contact us
immediately if they need help or if something just doesn’t feel right. We would
always allow and solicit open communication with all sailors. We assured them
that even though we had goals to be completed, their health and safety were a top
priority. Now, not only did we tell them this, but we also took every opportunity
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to prove it to them by communicating with them about every situation and how it
affected the installation and the mission. This allowed for the back-and-forth
communication that assured everyone was on the same page.
CMDCM 5 always insisted on open and honest communication:
I stressed to all how important it was for each person to have some idea of what
was going on in each other’s lives. This ensured no one would need anything
while we were trying to complete the mission and combat this pandemic. I
believe that there is no such thing as overcommunicating when it comes to a
crisis. We used social media, commanding officer guidance, and regular update
engagements by senior leaders. This was a way for the chain of command to
engage in that open and honest communication that brought a sense of peace to all
involved.
The artifact collected in the open and honest communication theme was a copy of
the commanding officer’s memo that detailed how and when guidance would be
disseminated.
The overall frequency and major coded themes that surfaced from the interviews
and coded artifacts for meaning making were mission impact (37%), leads by example
(32%), and open and honest communication (31%).
Data for Research Question 4
Research Question 4 asked, “How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use
accounting crisis leadership strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020?” The
fourth research question identified and described crisis leadership practices using
accounting, one of the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership. In this study,

117

accounting is the willingness to personally take ownership for understanding and
accepting the task, take actions to achieve agreed-upon results, and answer the results
obtained, regardless of the outcome during an unexpected event that has high levels of
uncertainty and threat (Balderson & Sharpe, 2005; Boin, 2019; Brändström, 2016;
McGrath & Whitty, 2015).
Critical Task: Accounting
The interview protocol included three questions related to the accounting process
of leading during a crisis. The data were organized into three overarching themes for
accounting based on the CMDCMs’ responses. There were 242 interview frequencies
collected, including eight artifacts. Figure 15 illustrates the frequency of the themes for
accounting.

Data
Communication and
Feedback
68
(28%)

Flexibility
73
(30%)
Taking Responsibility

Taking Responsibility
101
(42%)

Flexibility

Communication and Feedback

Figure 15. Frequency of coded entries for the critical task of accounting.

Overarching theme: taking responsibility. The theme with the highest
frequency under the critical task of accounting was taking responsibility. The responses
garnered 98 interview frequencies and three artifact frequencies for a total of 101
frequencies or 42% of the coded data for accounting. In addition, taking responsibility

118

was 8% of the overall 1,292 frequencies coded by the researcher. Contained in this
overarching theme were three coded strategies: owning up to decisions, the ability to
course correct, and positive attitude. These results were compatible with Boin et al.
(2017) as the exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs interviewed were in support of everyone
taking responsibility during the COVID-19 pandemic (Table 11).
Table 11
Critical Task: Accounting–Overarching Theme of Taking Responsibility
Coded
strategy

Interviews
coded

Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

Frequency
%

Owning up to decisions

5

1

56

1

57

56

Ability to course correct
Positive attitude
Totals

5
5

1
1
3

13
29
98

1
1
3

14
30
101

14
30
100

Note. The total frequency of the overarching theme of taking responsibility = 101.

Zenger (2015) described responsibility as involving a combination of values and
characteristics impacting all individuals in the organization. CMDCM 1 spoke about the
importance of taking responsibility as a leader:
Being in a position of leadership means I take the opportunity to disseminate
information and answer any questions my people may have about that
information. This will allow my people to make intelligent, well-informed
decisions moving forward. You can’t shy away from responsibility, especially
during a crisis. You must be brave and confident enough to just own it. That is
one of the responsibilities of being a senior leader. This is a huge piece that only
senior leaders can intimately understand, and I want to make sure that those I lead
have that inherent trust in their leadership.
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CMDCM 2 stated how important it is to be responsible and accountable:
I believe by accepting responsibility and realizing that as a leader, I have a certain
job to do, shows that I am accountable for my actions and for the actions of those
that work for me. The situation may not be pretty, but I am still honored to take
on that responsibility. Also, this seemed to come naturally to me; I had no choice,
so I didn’t think twice about it.
CMDCM 3 asserted how important it is to be responsible and accountable as a leader:
People you lead are always looking for a sense of direction from their leadership.
That’s what the military is all about and built on. I don’t shy away from that
responsibility. I take charge and lead at every opportunity. I also accept the
responsibility of being a leader and put emphasis on maintaining strict adherence
to the commanding officer’s guidance. This leadership style shows that all senior
leadership is aligned and freely stands accountable for those they lead.
CMDCM 4 stressed the importance of taking personal responsibility when things do not
go as planned:
A leader must be the first person to step up and be accountable for the good and
the bad outcomes. I owned the mistakes that were made and did a self-reflection
to see where I may have gone wrong with my leadership. After that, I asked for
help, took all the guidance and suggestions, and put it to good use by developing
better plans. I keep trying to get people to understand that it is my duty to take
the hit, shake it off, and plan to have a better outcome. Leaders should want to
make sure if they are asking someone to put themselves in harm’s way, that leader
should be there to help them understand the reasoning behind it. I wanted them to
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have trust that I had their best interests at heart. I wanted to make sure I trained
them and gave them the tools they needed to succeed.
Leaders must be genuine and resolute in everything they do to foster a positive culture
(Schein, 2016). CMDCM 5 insisted on keeping a positive attitude during any event,
good or bad:
Regardless of who made the decision, I just owned it and prepared myself to put
in the extra effort to ensure the plan and mission success. A leader must learn
from their mistakes, remain positive and upbeat, and move on to make things
right. Just as anyone can learn from mistakes, they can also improve on what they
have done right. When leaders understand when things don’t work out according
to plan, we need to go back to the drawing board and look at our strengths and
weaknesses to see where the plan may have gone off track. Just own it as a
leader, and if it works, it works, but if it doesn’t, change it to something better.
The artifacts collected in the taking responsibility theme included revised
installation crisis action plans, COVID action team meeting agendas, and stakeholder
meeting agendas.
Overarching theme: flexibility. The second most frequent theme for accounting
was flexibility. The responses garnered 70 interview frequencies and three artifact
frequencies for a total of 73 frequencies or 30% of the coded data for accounting. In
addition, flexibility was 6% of the overall 1,292 frequencies coded by the researcher.
Contained in this overarching theme were willingness to change, willingness to listen,
and utilizing all resources. These results were compatible with Boin et al. (2017) as the
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exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs interviewed were in support of leadership being flexible
during the COVID-19 pandemic (Table 12).
Table 12
Critical Task: Accounting–Overarching Theme of Flexibility
Coded
strategy

Interviews
coded

Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

Frequency
%

Willingness to change

5

1

23

1

24

33

Willingness to listen
Utilizing all resources
Totals

5
5

1
1
3

18
29
70

1
1
3

19
30
73

26
41
100

Note. The total frequency of the overarching theme of flexibility = 73.

CMDCM 1 talked about flexibility being a critical skill a leader must possess:
Asking others to poke holes in your plans to figure out what went wrong is a sign
of strength and shows that leadership is willing to listen and change. If I listen to
others and listen to their straightforward critiques, I can plan better and execute
the mission better. A leader should never shy away from or be afraid to ask for
help. Flexibility demands it.
CMDCM 2 expressed how flexibility can help a leader in a crisis:
I am very flexible when it comes to my leadership style. I consider myself
responsible for all the sailors under my charge. I have accepted that, and I make
them understand that we are a team, and we must, now more than ever, band
together to make sure we are doing everything in our power to combat this
pandemic. I let my people know that I don’t have all the answers to everything
that may come up, but I am willing to listen to them so we can win against this
crisis.
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CMDCM 3 described how he utilized all resources available from the stakeholders and
local partners:
I finally realized the plethora of resources available to us on this installation. I
have been here for 2 years, and I had never met some of our stakeholders that
offered their assistance. I am not sure if that is a good thing or a bad thing. Good
because we have never been through a crisis on the installation and never needed
them. Bad because we have always had them on the installation but never knew
what they had to offer. Either way, this crisis taught us to get out and about more
to meet those that support us.
CMDCM 4 expressed why he is a fan of being flexible while being accountable:
As a leader, a person should always be flexible when it comes to making plans,
especially during a crisis such as COVID-19. With this pandemic, it seems as if
nothing works on the first try, so leaders should be ready to completely reimagine
and reorganize plans to make them work during these unprecedented times. I
don’t think I have ever been this flexible, but I can tell you that I am certainly
glad I have learned this new skill.
CMDCM 5 described the flexibility of the installation during the COVID-19 pandemic:
My installation was turned upside down when this pandemic hit. No one
understood how serious it was or how it was going to affect them, their families,
or the installation. There were so many uncertainties that we were close to mass
hysteria. Once we started getting more information and disseminating that
information, everyone calmed down and changed things to fit the COVID-19
mold. This meant they all had to leave their comfort zones and work for the
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greater good. Most of the installation personnel had no problem with this, but
some struggled. As a leader, I saw those struggling and began working plans to
ease everyone into what we now call the “new normal.” So far, it seems to be
working out okay.
The artifacts collected in the flexibility theme included email correspondence
asking for suggestions to failed plans, email correspondence stating the details of new
plans, and email correspondence to all stakeholders outlining their contribution to the
COVID-19 crisis.
Overarching theme: communication and feedback. The final theme under the
critical task of accounting was communication and feedback. The responses garnered 66
interview frequencies and two artifact frequencies for a total of 68 frequencies or 28% of
the coded data for accounting. In addition, communication and feedback was 5% of the
overall 1,292 frequencies coded by the researcher. Contained in this overarching theme
were three coded strategies: welcoming feedback, soliciting help, and information
sharing. These results were compatible with Boin et al. (2017) as the exemplary U.S.
Navy CMDCMs interviewed emphasized the importance of everyone communicating and
receiving feedback during the COVID-19 pandemic (Table 13).
Table 13
Critical Task: Accounting–Overarching Theme of Communication and Feedback
Coded
strategy

Interviews
coded

Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

Frequency
%

Welcoming feedback

5

0

31

0

31

45

Soliciting help
Information sharing
Totals

5
5

1
1
2

9
26
66

1
1
2

10
27
68

15
40
100

Note. The total frequency of the overarching theme of communication and feedback = 68.
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CMDCM 1 expressed the importance of communication and feedback during a
crisis to help build trust:
The knowledge of those that work with you is the most powerful way of
understanding what’s going on. So, for example, I would ask questions as sort of
a spot check, so I could learn from what I was doing wrong and strengthen was I
was doing right. By doing this, those I led knew I trusted what they were telling
me, and I hope they had trust in what I was telling them.
CMDCM 2 stated that trust comes with time and cannot be rushed:
People love to give their opinion of how a leader accomplished a task. Leaders
should welcome this feedback and learn to grow and improve. I would randomly
reach out to those on the installation for a quality/sanity check because I believed
this was an excellent way to understand where a person has gone wrong and
where they are doing it right, especially during this pandemic. I would start with
a simple question to make sure they were receiving everything they needed to do
the job. This pandemic is unlike anything we have experienced before, so we
must trust one another and let time help us achieve that trust.
CMDCM 3 described how he would ensure people understood his leadership methods:
I am constantly out and about talking to my personnel and letting them know that
leadership is no different than anyone else; we just have different job scopes. We
make mistakes, too, and need those that are doing the job to let us know what is
going on. The honest feedback is what will help make things a lot better,
straighten out the negative, and improve on the positive. These actions
highlighted how I like to do business and ensured transparency.
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CMDCM 4 stressed that training others to understand communication and constant
feedback was vital to being a great leader during a crisis:
All my people knew they needed to be more vigilant and visual to those they lead.
Each of them mentioned how they started going around, talking to people, telling
them how much they were appreciated and how much their help was needed.
They also found it important to go around thanking people for their service and all
they were doing to help combat this pandemic. I believe doing this helps leaders
understand themselves and how to take care of their people. There is always a
training opportunity for leaders and subordinates; we just have to learn to
recognize it when it comes along.
An environment of mutual respect and acceptance of those unique individual
values contributes to positive results in the organization (Azmat, Fujimoto, & Rentschler,
2015; Mak, Daly, and Barker, 2014). CMDCM 5 described what it takes to support
others in times of crisis:
By showing people how much they mean to us, we gain their respect and trust as
leaders, which goes a long way. This pandemic has taught me to help others
understand how important it is to take care of themselves and their families.
Make sure everyone is safe. I often give people the opportunity to meet in small
face-to-face groups to discuss anything on their minds. My focus is always to
have an open and honest policy of communication to show how a leader should
treat their people.
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Artifacts collected in the communication and feedback theme included email
correspondence soliciting ideas to help make things better and the weekly email
correspondence from the commanding officer.
The overall frequency and major coded themes that surfaced from the interviews
and coded artifacts for accounting were taking responsibility (42%), flexibility (30%),
communication and feedback (28%).
Data for Research Question 5
Research Question 5 asked, “How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use
learning crisis leadership strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020?” The fifth
research question identified and described crisis leadership practices using learning, one
of the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership. In this study, learning
determines the causes of the crisis, assesses the strengths and weaknesses of crisis
responses, and takes actions based on new understanding. Crisis learning is recalibrating
existing beliefs, policies, and organizational structure supporting the success of the
organization (Argyris & Schon 1978; Barnett & Pratt, 2000; Boin et al., 2017; House,
1999).
Critical Task: Learning
The interview protocol included six questions related to the learning process of
leading during a crisis. The data were organized into three overarching themes for
learning based on the CMDCMs’ responses. There were 266 interview frequencies
collected, including 10 artifacts. Figure 16 illustrates the frequency of the themes for
learning.
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Data
Leader Engagements
with Subordinates
72
(27%)

Self Reflection
112
(42%)

Training Evaluaions
82
(31%)
Self Reflection

Training Evaluations

Leader Engagements with Subordinates

Figure 16. Frequency of coded strategies for the critical task of learning.
Overarching theme: self-reflection. The theme with the highest frequency
under the critical task of learning was self-reflection. The purpose of self-reflection in
leadership is to allow leaders to gain a better understanding of themselves, their values,
and their knowledge and skills so they can learn from their experiences and adapt and
respond to new leadership challenges. The responses garnered 109 interview frequencies
and three artifact frequencies for a total of 112 frequencies or 42% of the coded data for
learning. In addition, self-reflection was 9% of the overall 1,292 frequencies coded by
the researcher. Contained in this overarching theme were four coded strategies:
challenging personal beliefs and assumptions, attentive listening, willingness to change,
and recognizing problems. These results were compatible with Boin et al. (2017) as the
exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs interviewed were adamant about self-reflecting during
the COVID-19 pandemic (Table 14).
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Table 14
Critical Task: Learning–Overarching Theme of Self Reflection
Coded
strategy

Interviews
coded

Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

Frequency
%

Challenging personal
beliefs and assumptions
Attentive listener
Willingness to change
Recognizing problems
Totals

5

0

46

0

46

41

5
5
4

1
1
1
3

26
21
16
109

1
1
1
3

27
22
17
112

24
20
15
100

Note. The total frequency of the overarching theme of self-reflection = 112.

Bass (1995) reinforced the significance of setting the standard or being the
example for effective leadership. CMDCM 1 expressed the importance and need for
leaders to always self-reflect on their actions:
This crisis allowed me to self-reflect on the time spent doing certain things and
how I could have probably done things a little differently. I, now, understand that
time is of the essence, and once it has passed, you won’t get it back, so you must
make the most of it. I did a lot of soul searching and found that I was still
effective as a leader even though I was not physically present to participate in all
the meetings. Since I know this, I just made the time to get out more and talk to
my people.
CMDCM 2 expressed the importance of being flexible in one’s thought processes:
This crisis made me reevaluate my thought process and understand that different
types of natural disasters demand a totally different level of crisis leadership. I
also realized that I am not expected to have all the answers, and if I learn to selfreflect, solicit feedback, listen to understand instead of responding, and be flexible
to change, I would be able to use different strategies to succeed in this process.
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CMDCM 3 stated how important it was to be a good listener and understand the situation
first:
This pandemic taught me to always take a step back from the situation and take
other people’s thoughts and needs into consideration. I have always understood
that I cannot complete our mission alone; however, I also needed to understand
that I cannot lead with blinders on and think I know everything. I needed people
to tell me where I was falling short and how I could improve myself. So, it was
not surprising to me that I started constantly asking myself how we were going to
get back to some sense of normalcy.
CMDCM 4 stated the importance of self-reflecting with the assistance of others:
This thought process forced me to come up with ways to make sure my people
understood how this crisis affected the organization, but at the same time, I had to
make sure they knew things were going to change. I finally understood that selfreflecting on the things that I needed to show improvement on meant sometimes
soliciting information from others to help visualize how things are going. I knew
I had to rely on them to help me get to my end goal. I now understand that I need
to lead based on what others around me need and the current situation we are
dealing with. I think these two things go hand in hand.
CMDCM 5 was adamant about self-reflection to learn more about himself as a leader
during the pandemic:
I did a lot of self-reflecting so I could see how I did as a leader before I reached
out to ask others. I wanted to make sure my decisions were sound and fair to all
involved. I wanted to make sure no one was affected in a negative way when I
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could have easily made the situation better for them. Helping others should be the
number one thing a leader sets out to do. I do understand the mission has to be
met, but those that are going to accomplish that mission should feel as if they are
valued. I just think mission accomplishment and employee satisfaction will show
that I am a good leader for those I lead. Plus, they go hand in hand and
complement each other.
Artifacts collected in the self-reflection theme included virtual meeting agendas,
sailor critique sheets, and leadership one-on-one meeting notes.
Overarching theme: training evaluations. The second most frequent theme
under the critical task of learning was training evaluations. The responses garnered 76
interview frequencies and six artifact frequencies for a total of 82 frequencies or 31% of
the coded data for accounting. In addition, training evaluations was 6% of the overall
1,292 frequencies coded by the researcher. Contained in this overarching theme were
three coded strategies: proper guidance, training effectiveness, and training execution.
These results were compatible with Boin et al. (2017) as the exemplary U.S. Navy
CMDCMs interviewed supported using training evaluations as a guide to success during
the COVID-19 pandemic (Table 15).
Table 15
Critical Task: Learning–Overarching Theme of Training Evaluations
Coded
strategy

Interviews
coded

Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

Frequency
%

Proper guidance

5

2

37

2

39

47

Training effectiveness
Training execution
Totals

5
5

1
3
6

20
19
76

1
3
6

21
22
82

26
27
100

Note. The total frequency of the overarching theme of training evaluations = 82.
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As leaders learn about others, they learn to apply their knowledge in daily
practice. This is a way of valuing varying perspectives (Kennedy, 2008). CMDCM 1
described the purpose of the periodic training evaluations to understand their strengths
and weaknesses:
We hold training events to get people up to speed, and once everyone is trained
up, we run drills to test their proficiency. These assessments test our training
effectiveness and see how the sailors execute the training requirements. This is
one way I gauged my overall strengths and weaknesses and those of my
subordinates during this pandemic. I need to be ready for anything to happen
constantly, and as a leader, I need to have several plans ready to execute. Practice
makes perfect.
Likewise, Fullan and Quinn (2015) considered authenticity, humility, and
engagement to be significant factors in leadership. CMDCM 2 described why he believes
leaders learn more when an event threatens the norms and values of an organization:
When an entire team develops a little more understanding and a little humility as
they deal with crises, they can readily identify their strengths and weaknesses.
When my chain of command and I do on-the-spot training assessments or
surveys, we tend to get valuable feedback on what we did right and what we did
wrong. This tool is crucial to evaluating strengths and weaknesses. Sometimes
we get so comfortable in our day-to-day engagements that we lose sight of the big
picture if something disrupts it.
CMDCM 3 believed that communication was important during training evaluations,
especially regarding employees’ safety and health:
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As a leadership team, we continuously communicate with the medical
professionals and emergency managers to stay on top of the latest information
available. We then work this information into our training scenarios to ensure our
teams can train to them. I believe this is the best way to stay in front of this
pandemic so it will not catch us off guard. The safety and health of everyone
during this crisis is just as important as our strategic mission.
Chin and Trimble (2015) asserted that preparation is necessary for leaders to meet
organizational outcomes. CMDCM 4 stated that preparedness and regularly scheduled
training are crucial to success in an emergency:
As a command master chief, I feel it is my job to make sure all my people are
prepared for any situation that may arise. I make sure I stay updated on all the
latest transmission rates, maximum isolation times, number of COVID-positive
personnel, areas deemed “hotspots” and any other pertinent information that could
give an advantage when protecting the safety and health of personnel. Once we
get this information, we immediately develop training plans to put our people
through some “what if” scenarios. We do this weekly at some level or another to
ensure we train to the situation we are currently going through. I have always
been taught to train how I fight.
CMDCM 5 described what he hoped to gain from training scenarios:
I wanted everyone to understand how the health protection conditions can quickly
change and what they needed to know to take care of themselves and the
installation. As leaders, we hoped these training exercises would answer all
questions, squash any rumors or misinformation that may have been going
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around, and offer proper guidance to those we lead. If we are not executing these
scenarios properly, it could be dangerous to all involved and put everyone’s safety
and health at risk.
Artifacts collected in the training evaluations theme included numerous training
scenarios, training score sheets, chain of command guidance issued because of training
assessments, and training critique sheets.
Overarching theme: leadership engagement with subordinates. The final
theme under the critical task of learning was leadership engagement with subordinates.
The responses garnered 71 interview frequencies and one artifact frequency for a total of
72 frequencies or 27% of the coded data for accounting. In addition, leadership
engagement with subordinates was 6% of the overall 1,292 frequencies coded by the
researcher. Contained in this overarching theme were three coded strategies: trust from
subordinates, trust of leadership, team collaboration. These results were compatible with
Boin et al. (2017) as the exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs interviewed had extensive
leadership engagement with their subordinates during the COVID-19 pandemic
(Table 16).
Table 16
Critical Task: Learning–Overarching Theme of Leadership Engagement With Subordinates
Coded
strategy

Interviews
coded

Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

Frequency
%

Trust from subordinates

3

0

14

0

14

19

Trust of leadership
Team collaboration
Totals

5
5

0
1
1

23
34
71

0
1
1

23
35
72

32
49
100

Note. The total frequency of the overarching theme of leadership engagements with subordinates = 72.
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CMDCM 1 expressed the importance of developing trust and providing care
during this crisis:
I must go back to the answer I gave you to one of the questions you asked earlier,
leaders learn to understand when what they are used to is threatened. Developing
trust from those we care for is vital when we as leaders learn to have
understanding, patience, and humility as we deal with problems. It is simply
“Leadership 101.” Leadership 101 is the basic leadership criteria needed to do
your job. A leader will not be taken seriously if they do not possess these basic
skills. We cannot properly care for those that work for us when they don’t trust
us enough to confide in us.
Senge, Scharmer, Jaworski, and Flowers (2005) described the benefit of
intentional communication through active listening and the concept of being present.
CMDCM 2 stated that all leaders need to learn to listen patiently and answer
appropriately:
If I do not listen patiently, my people will lose trust in me as a leader. I must be
steadfast in my conviction to them as they are to me. I want them to trust that I
have their best interest at heart. I believe it is hard for those we lead to trust us
because we are in a leadership position. We must earn that trust and return that
trust. It goes both ways. If a subordinate trust you enough to come to you when
they have issues, consider yourself a good leader.
CMDCM 3 identified “supporting their subordinates or employees” as a strong indicator
of demonstrating honesty and courage during the COVID-19 pandemic:
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There are many priorities that leaders are dealing with during this pandemic,
including medical situations, employee fatigue, COVID positives, isolation
procedures, transmission rates, and much more. However, if subordinates
understand that leaders support them and stand beside them through everything,
those leaders are demonstrating honesty and courage. We are all on one team,
and when we understand that, we start to lay the foundation for a healthy team.
Leaders must always be honest and have the courage to do the things that others
won’t. Subordinates are watching.
CMDCM 4 insisted that living the one team, one fight concept can only lead to success:
By having the courage to get out and about and stand the watch with my security
watch standers, I prove that we are all on the same team. Also, by me going to all
my outlying stations to have that face-to-face interaction proves I believe in the
one team, one fight concept. My people will see I am willing to put myself in
harm’s way by interacting with people just like they do every day. COVID is
real; we all must sacrifice something.
CMDCM 5 believed that showing your subordinates that you trust them is as important as
trusting leaders:
The first step is to understand those you lead and know what they need. To keep
it simple, it comes down to just knowing my people. I made sure I did not violate
any HIPAA laws when it came to medical concerns. However, I would ask my
sailors questions to make sure I was doing everything I could to help them out if
they needed me. By doing this, everyone knew I was focused on the mission but
focused on employee safety and health. As I was doing this, I let my subordinates
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do their jobs in a way that worked best for them. This showed I trusted them to
get the job done safely and correctly. Developing this type of leader–subordinate
trust is what I call money in the bank.
The artifact collected for the theme of leadership engagement with subordinates
was email correspondence highlighting how the chain of command was working with the
sailors to come up with innovative ways to complete the mission.
The overall frequency and major coded themes that surfaced from the interviews
and coded artifacts for learning were self-reflection (42%), leadership assessments (31%),
and leader engagements with subordinates (27%).
Data for Research Question 6
Research Question 6 asked, “How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs describe
their experiences as leaders during the time of crisis?” The sixth research question
identified and described crisis leadership practices that CMDCMs use during a crisis. In
this study, a crisis is defined as unpredictable events or situations that develop rapidly,
threatening the social norms and core values of an organization and requiring leaders to
respond for the safety, security, health, and welfare of the people and the organization
(Boin et al., 2013; Boin & ‘t Hart, 2003; FEMA, 2012). Furthermore, in this study, crisis
leadership is defined as the ability of leaders to identify issues that have high levels of
uncertainty and threat, process information, set priorities, and make critical decisions that
influence and enable others to contribute to the achievement of a common goal (Clark &
Gast, 2016; Harms et al., 2017).
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Critical Task: Crisis Leadership
The data for crisis leadership were organized into three overarching themes based
on the CMDCMs’ responses. There were 173 interview frequencies collected, including
six artifacts. Figure 17 illustrates the frequency of the themes for crisis leadership.

Data
Decision Making
56
(32%)

Stakeholder Feedback

Stakeholder
Feedback
54
(31%)

Partnership and
Communication
63
(37%)
Communication
Decision Making

Figure 17. Frequency of the coded strategies for the critical task of crisis leadership.

Overarching theme: partnership and communication. The theme with the
highest frequency under crisis leadership was partnership and communication. The
responses garnered 60 interview frequencies and three artifact frequencies for a total of
63 frequencies or 37% of the coded data for learning. In addition, partnership and
communication was 5% of the overall 1,292 frequencies coded by the researcher.
Contained in this overarching theme were three coded strategies: subordinate
communication, leader communication, and stakeholder communication. These results
were compatible with Boin et al. (2017) as the exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs
interviewed expressed the importance of communication with multiple groups during the
COVID-19 pandemic (Table 17).
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Table 17
Crisis Leadership–Overarching Theme of Partnership and Communication
Coded
strategy

Interviews
coded

Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

Frequency
%

Subordinate
communication
Leader communication

5

1

23

1

24

38

5

1

26

1

27

43

Stakeholder
communication

5

1

11

1

12

19

3

60

3

63

100

Totals

Note. The total frequency of the overarching theme of partnership and communication = 63.

CMDCM 1 believed that feedback from stakeholders was essential in building
plans for the current and future crises:
I believe if I put the word out and then allowed everyone to ask questions, I would
be able to collect valuable information to use in the future. Our plan, as senior
leadership, was to continuously communicate with everyone on the installation to
gather as much data about every subject as we could. By gathering as much data
as we could from unlimited sources, we can build several plans to combat several
different crises.
CMDCM 2 stated that communicating with stakeholders is just as important as
communicating with our sailors to complete our mission:
Our mission is to plan accordingly for future crises, so with the help of our
stakeholders, we can analyze any situation to combat it together hopefully. Daily
communication with everyone on the base and even our partners and stakeholders
off base has made everyone feel at ease. Everyone knew we were collecting the
latest information from all sources to help plan for the future of this pandemic and
the crises to come.
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CMDCM 3 made sure that his stakeholders knew they were very important to him:
I always ask my stakeholders to assess me on my handling of things dealing with
this pandemic to learn from them. Just like military people have different ways of
doing things, our stakeholders, which may not be in the military, may have
different and better ways of doing things. Because of this, I make sure to connect
with them daily and express to them the importance of their involvement in
fighting this pandemic.
CMDCM 4 discussed the importance of two-way communication to interact with his
stakeholders:
Stakeholders are a vital part of the decision making process. The military
stakeholders, as well as the civilian stakeholders, are all given the same
information to digest to assist in this process. This is done, so no one knows more
than anyone else, and the entire team is on the same page. As an installation, we
realized that the military and civilian avenues of communication are drastically
different, so I made it a point to change the narrative to accommodate both parties
equally. Both parties are vital to this process.
CMDCM 5 expressed the importance of stakeholder communication and subordinate
communication:
Sometimes we fail to understand just how close stakeholders and our sailors are to
the problems we encounter. Somehow, they seem to always have the most up-todate information and their pulse on the situation. I believe it is very important to
ensure we bring these distinct groups together to help us make informed
decisions. They will have a take on the narrative that leadership has failed to see.
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In the military, planning is a crucial part of any mission, and COVID is now a
mission that must be taken into consideration. So, inviting all essential groups to
the table to share in the decision making process is imperative to mission success.
I believe that having an overabundance of information can only advance the
planning efforts.
Artifacts collected for the partnership and communication theme included email
correspondence used for planning purposes, disseminated information from various
stakeholders on and off the base, and commanding officer guidance referencing the great
contributions of stakeholders.
Overarching theme: decision making. The second most frequent theme under
crisis leadership was decision making. The responses garnered 54 interview frequencies
and two artifact frequencies for a total of 56 frequencies or 32% of the coded data for
decision making. In addition, decision making was 4% of the overall 1,292 frequencies
coded by the researcher. Contained in this overarching theme were two coded strategies:
health and safety and mission impact. These results were compatible with Boin et al.
(2017) as the exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs interviewed considered decision making
and its effects vital during the COVID-19 pandemic (Table 18).
Table 18
Crisis Leadership–Overarching Theme of Decision making
Coded
strategy

Interviews
coded

Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

Frequency
%

Health and safety

5

1

41

1

42

75

Mission impact
Totals

3

1
2

13
54

1
2

14
56

25
100

Note. The total frequency of the overarching theme of decision making = 56.

141

CMDCM 1 stated that safety, health, and security are essential to mission impact:
Communication is the key to making any decisions during a crisis. Making sure
everyone has what they need to succeed and make informed decisions at their
level is key. During a crisis, I focus on the safety and security of my people
because that impacts our mission. No people mean the mission either fails or
cannot be completed. I will do everything in my power to avoid that.
CMDCM 2 stated that the last thing leadership should ever do is fail to give people what
they need to succeed or set anyone up for failure:
Communication will help everyone understand the role of their leadership so they
will know the command will never put them in any unnecessary danger. I always
try to show those I lead that I care about their safety and health. I will also
encourage them to focus on the mission and make the right decisions during this
pandemic. It is simple to me.
CMDCM 3 stated that communication is essential when making decisions that focus on
the safety, security, health, and mission impact of the people they lead:
This pandemic is scary, and it is something that has caught everyone by surprise
and eased its way into becoming a crisis. My decisions about safety and health
are key to our decision making process. I want to make sure all the decisions
made are aligned with keeping everyone safe during this pandemic. I always
preach safety, safety, safety!
CMDCM 4 emphasized how scary this crisis is and how they all affect the mission:
It is very scary how many Americans don’t believe in the science of this
pandemic. This type of thinking just makes it that much more dangerous for the
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rest of us that are trying to do the right things. It is scary to think that my family
is being put in harm’s way because people won’t get vaccinated, so we can start
putting an end to this thing. However, it is scarier to think that we may not be
able to complete our mission because of this way of thinking. I really don’t
understand it.
CMDCM 5 stated that safety and health are also a mission that needs our focus:
I am terrified of our military being crippled by this pandemic. This thing has
already sideline one of our aircraft carriers and left a gaping hole in our defenses.
As a nation, we need to do everything possible to combat this, including getting
vaccinated, to feel secure again. Our military is vital to global protection, and we
should be doing everything in our power to ensure we are safe. I just don’t see
this happening at a national level. It’s a real shame.
Artifacts collected for the decision making theme include health and safety
reports from various medical experts, transmission rates for all installations, and critical
mission vulnerabilities for each installation. These mission vulnerabilities are classified;
however, if individuals have the appropriate clearance level and the need to know, they
can acquire them.
Overarching theme: stakeholder feedback. The final theme under the crisis
leadership was stakeholder feedback. The responses garnered 52 interview frequencies
and two artifact frequencies for a total of 54 frequencies or 31% of the coded data for
stakeholder feedback. In addition, stakeholder feedback was 4% of the overall 1,292
frequencies coded by the researcher. Contained in this overarching theme were two
coded strategies: establishing trust and care for members and team engagements. These
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results were compatible with Boin et al. (2017) as the exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs
interviewed stated stakeholder feedback as essential during the COVID-19 pandemic
(Table 19).
Table 19
Crisis Leadership–Overarching Theme of Stakeholder Feedback
Coded
strategy

Interviews
coded

Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

Frequency
%

5

1

38

1

39

72

3

1
2

14
52

1
2

15
54

28
100

Establishing trust and
care for members
Team engagements
Totals

Note. The total frequency of the overarching theme of stakeholder feedback = 54.

CMDCM 1 discussed two-way communication with stakeholders was the key to
success during this crisis:
I use excerpts directly from the information received and read it verbatim to our
stakeholders. My chain of command wanted to make sure the message was not
misunderstood, and all the commands on the installation had the same
information. This allowed for a back-and-forth conversation between the
leadership and the subordinate or stakeholders. By passing the info along as we
receive it, shows others that we can be trusted and that we are on the same team.
According to Fullan and Quinn (2015), the importance of listening to employees
and including them in decision making so they can build their capacity is vital during a
crisis. CMDCM 2 insisted that two-way communication makes stakeholders feel like
they were a part of the solution instead of just another face in the crowd:
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When there is an emergency or crisis, we try to be in emergency or crisis mode
and give the issue the attention it deserves. I make an effort to communicate to
those on our team to ensure everyone has access to the most up-to-date
information to make informed decisions so they can plan sooner rather than later.
Our stakeholders are on the top of the list for communication purposes, so
decisions are made with everyone in mind. I really try to focus on showing them
how important they are.
CMDCM 3 emphasized how understanding is crucial in team engagements and
establishing trust during any crisis:
If someone doesn’t understand what is going on, they can reach out to me first to
get the answers they need to make sure their actions are exactly what the base
commander wants. It also helps that our senior regional leaders give us the
leeway to make the decisions that affect all team members at a local level. This
goes a long way in establishing trust with our stakeholders and military members.
CMDCM 4 described his experiences with COVID fatigue and how that affected his
team during this crisis:
During this COVID-19 crisis, most senior leadership is dealing with tough
situations that affect their personnel and their mission. As a senior leader, I have
to understand how to continue doing my job and supporting those I lead. It is
tough because COVID is tough. I wanted just to call an all stop to everything, but
I couldn’t because our mission did not stop. We are doing the best we can, so we
will just have to hope for the best.
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CMDCM 5 described some circumstances his team had to deal with during this crisis:
This pandemic was tough all around for my team. Everyone spent many tiresome
nights trying to figure out ways to make people more comfortable doing their jobs
even though there was a deadly pandemic. We dealt with hospitalizations, deaths
from COVID, deaths from accidents, and deaths from suicides. Sometimes my
people stated they just didn’t know what to do anymore. This pandemic has worn
them out, and they all seem to be running on automatic with every situation they
encounter. It is very tough to maintain any stability these days, especially with
the constant lack of sleep. It is just a hard crisis to deal with because we can see
no light at the end of the tunnel. Sometimes I just pray for it to end so we can all
get back to some sense of normalcy. I think we are all at our wit’s end.
The artifacts collected for the theme of stakeholder feedback included virtual
meeting agendas for team engagements and email correspondence answering some of the
commanding officer inquiry questions.
The overall frequency and major coded themes that surfaced from the interviews
and coded artifacts for crisis leadership were communication (37%), decision making
(32%), and stakeholder feedback (31%).
Summary
This chapter provided a review of the study’s purpose, research methodology,
data collection process, population, sample, and an analysis of the data collected. A
detailed summary of the data collected, the findings from the interviews conducted with
the five exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs, and the artifacts collected were introduced in
this chapter. The data analysis was driven by the six research questions that identified
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and described the strategies exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs used to lead in crisis using
the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership (sense making, decision making
and coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning; Boin et al., 2017) during
the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020. The researcher included the themes from the
qualitative interviews and listed them in order of the most significant number of
references. Three to four themes were found in each interview question for a total of 18
themes (Table 20).
Table 20
Overarching Themes Through the Lens of the Five Critical Tasks for Strategic Crisis Leadership
Overarching
theme

Critical
task

Frequency
of
responses

Self-reflection
Taking responsibility
Planning team meetings
Communication approach
Training evaluations
Mission impact
Flexibility
Leadership engagements with
subordinates
Leads by example
Communication and feedback
Open and honest
communication
Partnership and communication
Communication methods
Collaboration and planning
Decision making
Stakeholder feedback
Mission impact
Information gathering
Totals

Learning
Accounting
Decision making and coordination
Sense making
Learning
Meaning making
Accounting
Learning

112
101
93
87
82
80
73
72

9
8
7
7
6
6
6
6

71
68
67

5
5
5

63
59
59
56
54
50
45
1,292

5
5
5
4
4
4
3
100

Meaning making
Accounting
Meaning making
Crisis leadership
Decision making and coordination
Sense making
Crisis leadership
Crisis leadership
Decision making and coordination
Sense making

% of
responses

The six themes with the highest coded frequencies were considered to be the most
significant overarching themes. However, considering the number of themes produced
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by the interviews, the researcher grouped and synthesized all findings. As a result, 10
findings emerged that aligned to the five critical tasks of crisis leadership that exemplary
U.S. Navy CMDCMs used to lead during a time of crisis.
Sense Making
1. Communication and its various forms are crucial to success in a crisis.
Decision Making and Coordination
2. Planning COVID and crisis team meetings are vital when gathering information
during a crisis. Each team offers a different avenue of information.
Meaning Making
3. Mission impact is always vital for the military, especially during a crisis.
4. Leading by example is a leader’s way of setting the tone for how an organization
should operate, how leaders should act, and what subordinates should emulate.
Accounting
5. Taking responsibility is a leader’s duty.
6. Flexibility is a must as a leader.
7. Communication and feedback are essential during a crisis to build trust.
Learning
8. Self-reflection is crucial for leaders to learn about themselves and those they lead.
9. Leadership assessments are vital to understanding a leader’s strengths and
weaknesses during a crisis. The lack of understanding could be the difference
between success and failure.
10. Leadership engagements with subordinates help leaders provide proper care for
subordinates and help subordinates develop trust in leadership.

148

Chapter V expands on the significant findings in Chapter IV. In addition, Chapter
V includes the conclusions, implications, unexpected findings, and the researcher’s
recommendation for further study, closing thoughts, and reflections.
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Overview
This qualitative multiple case study was a thematic study conducted by a research
team of eight doctoral students. The thematic research team implemented Boin et al.’s
(2017) Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership framework to identify and
describe strategies exemplary leaders used to lead in times of crisis. The thematic study
included the use of semistructured open-ended interviews and artifact collection.
Furthermore, the qualitative interviews focused on the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic
Crisis Leadership. This study focused on exemplary U.S. Navy Command Master Chiefs
(CMDCMs) who led during the COVID-19 health pandemic.
Chapter IV elaborated on the data collection process, a description of the study
participants, and a summary of the findings. Chapter V reiterates the purpose of the
study, research questions, methodology, and data collection process and presents a
description of the major findings, unexpected findings, conclusions, implications for
action, and recommendations for further research. It concludes with closing thoughts and
reflections from the researcher.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to identify and describe
strategies exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs used to lead in a crisis using the Five Critical
Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership (sense making, decision making and coordination,
meaning making, accounting, and learning; Boin et al., 2017) during the COVID-19
pandemic of 2020. In addition, it was the purpose of this study to understand and
describe the experiences of exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs during a time of crisis.
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Research Questions
1. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use sense making crisis leadership
strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020?
2. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use decision making and coordination
crisis leadership strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020?
3. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use meaning making crisis leadership
strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020?
4. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use accounting crisis leadership strategies
during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020?
5. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use learning crisis leadership strategies
during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020?
6. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs describe their experiences as leaders
during the time of crisis?
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures
The research method used in this study was a multiple case qualitative
methodology that was chosen to capture the qualitative data to include factual narrative
and experiences. The strategies used were the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis
Leadership (sense making, decision making and coordination, meaning making,
accounting, and learning; Boin et al., 2017). The eight peer researcher team developed
questions aligned to each variable attribute in the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis
Leadership (Appendix F), which also aligned to each of the research questions. The
interview questions were analyzed by the thematic team chairs who acted as research
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experts to determine whether the questions were appropriately objective and would result
in the desired depth of responses.
Population
For this study, the researcher identified a population of 658 U.S. Navy CMDCMs
leading during the COVID-19 pandemic. This group met a specific criterion, which
allowed the researcher to generalize findings from the study (McMillan & Schumacher,
2010). However, because the size of this population was unmanageable, the researcher
narrowed the population size to 69 CMDCMs in the U.S. Navy who had led shore
installations during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020.
Sample
McMillian and Schumacher (2010) stated that a sample in a study is a group of
people chosen from a larger population whom a researcher wants to study. Of the 69
U.S. Navy CMDCMs in the target population assigned to shore installations, 28 of the
CMDCMs were assigned to the mission-critical shore installations essential to this study.
The qualitative sample of five CMDCMs was selected from the 28 installations. The
sample population was the five exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs assigned to the five
larger mission-critical installations randomly selected from a list provided by the
installation commanding officers.
Major Findings
Major findings were synthesized across all research questions based on the
interview results. This section is organized and summarized based on the major findings,
and subsequent connection to the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership
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(sense making, decision making and coordination, meaning making, accounting, and
learning; Boin et al., 2017).
Major Finding 1: CMDCMs Maximize All Forms of Communication to Ensure
Success During a Crisis
All five CMDCMs offered examples of how they interacted with their
subordinates and stakeholders to understand better what they had to contribute and what
they needed from the installation during this crisis. According to Senge et al. (2005), the
benefit of intentional communication comes through active listening or the concept of
being present with those you are communicating with. For example, some CMDCMs
said they took this opportunity to get out and speak to those around the installation so
they could learn about them, their families, and what they may or may not need during
this crisis. Further, other CMDCMs stated that they listened to what their people were
saying and chose to develop schedules to benefit those who needed more time off;
however, on the other hand, they sometimes asked more from those who could do more.
It was all a matter of finding out each person’s limits. The assertion of getting to know
those one leads was stated often by each CMDCM.
Major Finding 2: CMDCMs Found Team Meetings Vital in Gathering Information
During a Crisis
The operational side of leadership comes into play when discussing an
organization’s expectations during a crisis. Moreover, the structure of specific crisisrelated meetings is vital, and the CMDCMs addressed the importance of having a
member of each planning team at the table. Holvino, Ferdman, and Merrill-Sands (2004)
expressed the idea that different dimensions of styles, abilities, and perspectives can
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frame an organization’s mission and strategies. This was important because each team
had a specific duty to perform during this crisis, and they were the ones who could
decipher their practices and procedures. Understanding the strategic exchange of
communication and information at these meetings helped highlight each team’s
perspective and contribution to the fight. This finding was prominent in the interviews of
all the participants.
Major Finding 3: CMDCMs Demonstrate Leading by Example to Set the Tone for
How an Organization Should Operate, How Leaders Should Act, and What
Subordinates Should Emulate
CMDCMs are the most senior enlisted person at all U.S. Navy commands afloat
and ashore. They work closely with the executive officer but report directly to the
commanding officer on enlisted personnel’s well-being and war-fighting efforts.
Additionally, they assist in developing and enforcing policies concerning morale,
welfare, job satisfaction, discipline, and training of Navy enlisted personnel (Navy Cool,
2021). Because leaders create cultures where everyone should benefit, they must lead by
example. All CMDCMs in this study stated that it is relatively easy to lead by example if
one is always doing what is right. The “do as I say, not as I do” motto is a thing of the
past. Subordinates will emulate a leader, either positively or negatively, so it is up to the
leader to demonstrate what is expected and what is expected for daily practice.
Major Finding 4: CMDCMs Take Responsibility and Remain Flexible to Build
Trust
Each branch of the military has its own set of core values. For example, the U.S.
Navy’s core values of honor, courage, and commitment often guide leaders in their
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everyday actions. However, taking responsibility and being flexible should be added as
separate core values because leaders take ownership of their actions and learn from those
they lead. Moreover, leaders should always be comfortable enough to ask for help and
exhibit the flexibility to make the necessary course corrections to ensure success. The
CMDCMs felt that being flexible shows an intimate side of vulnerability and
demonstrates personal responsibility therefore building trust between them and their
subordinates.
Major Finding 5: CMDCMs Utilize the Leadership Strategy of Self-Reflection in
Times of Crisis
The CMDCMs discussed how self-reflecting on the things they needed to
improve and soliciting information from others helped them visualize their actions. In
addition, these leaders stated that self-reflection is always necessary to learn more about
themselves as a leader, and humility leads to direct communication with those they lead.
The CMDCMs seemed to relate to Fullan and Quinn’s (2015) thoughts of authenticity,
humility, and engagement as other factors of being a leader. Hence, they developed a
greater connection to those they led and built trust during the time of crisis.
Major Finding 6: CMDCMs Develop Mutual Trust When They Engage With and
Care About Their Subordinates
When leaders engage with their people, they must take the time to understand
them and their differences. Leaders should strategically focus their interactions with
subordinates, be curious about their subordinates’ experiences, and try to relate to what
they find important. The CMDCMs in this study recognized their deep-seated desire to
care for and develop trust with those they lead, their leaders, and the Navy personnel. To

155

do this, they need to be a confidant, a friend, a therapist, and a complete emotional
support system. This is understandable because engaging with others to create a sense of
purpose will often help develop mutual respect and trust. Moreover, Harvey and Drolet
(2006) suggested that trust is established through mutualism, which is stronger by
knowing one another and sharing a purpose.
Unexpected Findings
The following two unexpected findings surfaced during this qualitative multiple
case study.
Unexpected Finding 1: Stakeholders Are an Essential Asset to Crisis Success in the
Military
The CMDCMs in this study referred to involving all stakeholders in the decision
making process of a crisis. Stakeholders bring a different perspective to the planning and
learning process. This collaboration helps to overcome gaps and improve relations with
stakeholders both on and off the installation. These different groups help make informed
decisions, create different strategies to help combat a crisis, and help give a sense of
direction. Most CMDCMs stated they had learned a valuable lesson during this
pandemic. They knew not to have a narrow view of who can and who cannot help during
a crisis. Stakeholders should always have buy-in when creating plans, making decisions,
and putting plans into action.
Unexpected Finding 2: The COVID-19 Pandemic is Frightening and Intimidating to
Those in Leadership Positions
This pandemic is scary. It is something that has caught everyone by surprise and
eased its way into becoming a crisis. Not only has COVID threatened the health of the
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Navy’s personnel, but it has also threatened the health of the entire military. Many of the
CMDCMs in this study were terrified of the military being crippled by this pandemic.
This virus had already sidelined one of the Navy’s aircraft carriers and caused a gaping
hole in the nation’s defenses. Many CMDCMs were waiting to see what would happen
next and how it would affect the overall mission. The military had already made drastic
changes to its strategic plans and now had to contend with the fast-moving infection rate
of the virus. This pandemic had leaders on edge and made them nervous to think that the
military might not complete the Navy’s mission of strategic maritime self-defense as
planned. In addition to being frightened for their military personnel, these CMDCMs
were worried about taking care of their families and keeping them safe during these very
trying times. Military matters and personal matters should never mix; however, during
these unprecedented times, it could not be avoided.
Conclusions
This study focused on the strategies exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs used to lead
in a crisis using the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership (sense making,
decision making and coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning; Boin et
al., 2017) during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020. The qualitative analysis of the data
highlighted major findings, which were synthesized and aligned to Boin et al.’s (2017)
Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership. The following conclusions are made
based on the major findings.
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Conclusion 1: CMDCMs Who Communicate Across All Avenues and Listen to
Learn Will Lead Effectively During a Crisis
Based on the findings of this study, exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs must
communicate to those they lead and the leaders who add clarity to the mission.
Communication was prevalent in all Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership.
First, in the task of sense making, communication was 45% of the coded data. The
CMDCMs stated that pointed communication and focusing on the contributions of others
were the keys to ensuring everyone understood and knew what was going on with the
pandemic. Second, communication in decision making and coordinating was 29% of the
coded data. These leaders emphasized communication as being the key to helping reduce
stress, fear, and anxiety among the personnel on their installation. This communication
also includes listening to learn, which is the ability to understand accurately and respond
effectively to both spoken and unspoken or partly expressed thoughts, feelings, and
concerns of others (My HR, n.d.). Third, in meaning making, communication was 31%
of the coded data. The CMDCMs stressed the significance of maintaining open and
honest communication with those they lead. Fourth, communication in accounting was
28% of the coded data. Communication and feedback were singled out as vital to
building trust during a crisis. In addition, it was stressed that training others to
understand communication and constant feedback was integral to being a great leader
during a crisis. Last, communication in crisis leadership practices was 37% of the coded
data. Leading during a crisis showed that communicating with stakeholders is as
important as communicating with sailors to complete the mission. It is even more
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important to receive feedback from stakeholders in building plans for current and future
crises.
Conclusion 2: CMDCMs Who Utilize Team Meetings to Gather Information From
All Available Sources Will Make Better Informed Decisions
Based on the findings of this study, exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs find team
meetings to be essential while gathering information during a crisis. Team meetings are
sites for many other organizational phenomena, including sense making, leadership
influence, relationship building, and the shaping of senior and subordinate attitudes
(Lehmann-Willenbrock, Rogelberg, Allen, & Kello, 2017). Planning team meetings
during a crisis was 46% of the coded data in the critical task of decision making and
coordination. The leaders explained the significance of planning team meetings and the
importance of having a representative from all teams in strategic meetings. One
CMDCM stated that these meetings provide a sense of direction for those in leadership
positions to help guide the installation and lessen fear and anxiety. In addition to
planning team meetings, information gathering from all sources was 24% of the critical
task of sense making. These leaders mentioned the importance of information gathering
as a matter of forward thinking and self-preservation during a crisis as pertinent for
disseminating the facts as they knew them. This ensured a clear path to all the latest
information to formulate plans and make critical decisions.
Conclusion 3: CMDCMs Who Lead by Example Will Earn the Trust of Others
While Simultaneously Creating a More Professional Organization
Based on the findings of this study, exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs find leading
by example as a way of building and earning the trust of others to be vital during a crisis.

159

Leading by example is particularly important in setting the tone for those who are new to
an organization or those who have lost confidence in their leaders or the organization
(Ohio University, 2020). Furthermore, those who lead by example develop
professionalism within the organization by building respect for leadership from
subordinates and for subordinates from leadership. Additionally, leading by example
shows subordinates that leaders are not above anyone, and everyone is on the same team.
Leading by example was 32% of the coded data for the critical task of meaning making.
Conclusion 4: CMDCMs Who Take Ownership of the Process and Remain Flexible
Will Lead to Mission Accomplishment
Based on the findings of this study, exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs find being
flexible will ensure leaders take ownership of their actions and have the willingness to
make changes when needed. Flexibility was 30% of the coded data for the critical task of
accounting. Additionally, CMDCMs believed leaders should make personal
responsibility one of the Navy’s core values. CMDCMs stated that showing some
vulnerability is taking personal responsibility and showing others how to take personal
responsibility. Asking others how things are going, involving them in the decision
making process, and giving them buy-in empowers them to think about the mission and
desire to become a part of the team. Moreover, by taking ownership in a process and
demonstrating flexibility by being willing to listen, change, and utilize all resources, a
leader can learn to be well rounded while fighting a crisis. Hence, by owning a process
and taking action, leaders can better assist others during a crisis (Coleman, 2012).
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Conclusion 5: CMDCMs Who Practice Self-Reflection, Learning, and Recalibration
Will Effectively Lead in Crisis
Based on the findings of this study, exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs find it is
always crucial for leaders to reflect on their actions to ensure they are setting the right
example. Bass (1995) reinforced the significance of setting the standard or being the
example for effective leadership. Self-reflection can assist a leader in being or becoming
an effective leader. Therefore, leaders should always be flexible in their thought
processes to solicit feedback, listen to understand instead of listening to respond, and
have the foresight to change when needed. Crisis leadership is a must for mission
accomplishment, and the self-reflection of leaders prepares them for success. Selfreflection was 42% of the coded data for the critical task of learning.
Conclusion 6: CMDCMs Who Are Not Engaged With Those They Lead Endanger
Trust and Limit Leadership Effectiveness in Crisis
Based on the findings of this study, exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs find that
those who lead with authenticity and vulnerability and understand the crucial leader–
subordinate relationship will create trust in the organization, especially during times of
crisis. One CMDCM called this Leadership 101. Moreover, these leaders feel this type
of engagement helps people feel like they are a part of the solution instead of just another
face in the crowd. Fullan and Quinn (2015) asserted the importance of engaging,
listening, and including employees as part of the team can be vital to understanding them
and earning their trust. Leadership engagement was 27% of the coded data for the critical
task of learning.
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Implications for Action
Data collected in this study were intended to inform U.S. Navy CMDCMs how to
use existing plans and procedures to create a culture of professional learning and
networking to support leadership during times of crisis. The military has long-standing
learning programs that can be changed or modified to prepare leaders during a crisis. For
example, professional training on crisis management can teach the Five Critical Tasks of
Strategic Crisis Leadership. Additionally, the training can include the importance of
communication, trust, flexibility, taking responsibility, and leading by example.
Implication 1: Establish a Virtual Platform for Leaders to Submit Plans Containing
All Relevant Information and Practices Dealing With the COVID-19 Pandemic
Leadership in the military requires each unit and its stakeholders to create crisis
management plans and submit them to the installation’s senior leadership. The
CMDCMs will supervise the implementation of the virtual platform for submission of
these crisis action/management plans. These plans should be used to assess the
effectiveness of installation practices and systems needed during a crisis. The CMDCMs
will receive monthly updates on the plan submissions and conduct audits for accuracy.
These updates can be used to determine whether there are any gaps or barriers in the
practices that need adjusting during or prior to a crisis.
Implication 2: Maximize Technology to Utilize Team Experiences for the Purposes
of Mission Impact During a Crisis
Goals in the beginning stage of the crisis should be focused on stabilizing the
chaos of the problem, ensuring safety, gathering information, and mobilizing for action.
Teams should be immediately organized and invested in preplanning for any expected
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and unexpected situations that may arise. Technology can be used to assess the situation
quickly and accurately as well as to establish a communication network. A virtual
platform, such as Microsoft TEAMS, Zoom, Adobe Connect, or Google Meet, which is
linked to mission impact and planning, will allow leaders and subordinates to meet
virtually to share operational and personal experiences. This type of program can be
initiated at any time or on a scheduled basis and maintained by the installation’s
emergency management team and monitored periodically by the CMDCM to ensure
everyone is included in the process.
Implication 3: Develop Critical Leader–Subordinate Relationships Through
Inclusiveness
The leader–subordinate relationship is crucial during a crisis. Those in leadership
positions know that demonstrating compassion means focusing on people and gaining
trust could be the difference between a subordinate exhibiting an exemplary work ethic or
a subordinate triggering behavior that must be curtailed. When leaders reach out to
subordinates to establish a relationship of inclusiveness, they embark on a journey of
learning about those they lead. CMDCMs and training teams will create a selfassessment instrument as well as a virtual reflection tool for leaders and subordinates to
evaluate the overall functionality of the leader–subordinate relationship. This tool should
focus on the strengths of an inclusive leader and be reflective of subordinate personal
growth. This tool should also be analyzed annually and serve as a diagnostic tool for
commanding officers to develop inclusiveness and possibly improve the culture and
climate in the organization. Following this, a blueprint for organizational growth should
be cultivated and shared as a training tool.
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Implication 4: Communicate Through a Virtual “Buddy-Care” System Intended to
Focus on Receiving Immediate Feedback Concerning Installation Readiness During
a Crisis
Communication efforts that are not practical do not allow leaders to lead or
manage during a crisis effectively. Leading during a crisis requires leaders to understand
and relate to those they lead. Because of this, the leadership will create a virtual
communication assessment system that will allow subordinates to leave comments or
suggestions for leaders with the intent to help create a framework of knowledge and tools
to evaluate installation strengths and weaknesses. This digital drop box tool will
reinforce a leader’s commitment to subordinate resilience and help manage an
environment conducive to dealing with operational issues. CMDCMs will be responsible
for reviewing all comments and suggestions for forwarding to the commanding officers
to initiate change. This strategy should enhance the leader–subordinate relationship.
Implication 5: Integrate a Mindset of “Train How You Fight and Fight How You
Train” Into the Everyday Lives of Leaders and Subordinates
CMDCMs who have not received crisis training and gained that needed crisis
mentality or consciousness will not be successful during a crisis. Many leaders have very
little training in emergencies other than preparing for an international conflict. They have
even less training in crisis leadership dealing with a pandemic such as COVID-19.
CMDCMs will develop a training program that will empower sailors to maintain a
culture of excellence to consistently engage in the behavior that helps them perform at the
required optimum levels. This program will be a comprehensive standardized program to
build knowledge and resilience to support a culture of toughness and confidence during a
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crisis. Each individual will complete course modules that are created by installation
training teams. These modules are pay grade specific, and each sailor must pass a
knowledge test with a minimum score of 80% to be considered proficient. This
evaluation must be completed within 6 months of being assigned to the installation.
Implication 6: Invest in Stakeholder/Civilian Business Partner Relationships for
Long-Term Partnerships During a Crisis
Stakeholder relationships are mutually beneficial to all parties involved because
of common interests. These relationships help build networks that develop credible
bonds that are important to an organization, especially during times of crisis. Moreover,
stakeholder–leader relationships can express the importance of professional collaboration
as a pathway of inclusiveness and proficiency as a team. CMDCMs should seek to
improve team knowledge through engagements with stakeholders. Virtual town hall
meetings should be held quarterly to connect all stakeholders with senior leadership on
the installation. These meetings will teach, motivate, and allow collaboration to
disseminate information via structured training or chat sessions. This can result in the
team reaching harmony, presenting the right message, and achieving success in a
mission. The COVID-19 crisis has demonstrated the need for solid relationships with
stakeholders to build a solid foundation for success.
Recommendations for Further Research
Recommendation 1: Replicate the Study
It is recommended that this study be replicated with other CMDCMs stationed on
ships. This study is from the perspective of CMDCMs at naval shore installations
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leading with transformational strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic. CMDCMs on
ships have different missions and guiding principles compared to installation CMDCMs.
Recommendation 2: Replicate the Study With Female CMDCMs
It is recommended that this study be replicated with female CMDCMs to have a
gender perspective of research on leading with transformational strategies during the
COVID-19 pandemic. This study between males and females will compare results based
on gender and varying leadership styles in the same enlisted leadership demographic.
Recommendation 3: Replicate the Study for CMDCMs Who Have a Robust
Training Program for Crisis Situations
It is recommended that this study be replicated with CMDCMs who have
implemented a crisis training program versus those who have not. This study will be
used as a comparison to show significant differences between the installations that
practice crisis preparedness and the training of leaders who have led their organizations
through a crisis and those who have not.
Recommendation 4: Replicate the Study From a Subordinate Perspective
It is recommended that this study be replicated using a subordinate perspective.
This study can be used to examine the impact of inclusive leadership and mentoring of
junior personnel during a crisis. There could be comparisons to the CMDCMs and their
success as trainers, mentors, and flexible leaders to those they lead. The perspective of
junior personnel could be drastically different from that of senior leadership.
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Recommendation 5: Comparative Study to Understand the Training CMDCMs
Receive Prior to Being Assigned to an Installation and the Training Needed for
CMDCMs to Prepare for a Crisis
CMDCMs receive intensive training before being assigned to a position at a
command. This training helps them understand the dynamics of the organization and
those they lead. However, CMDCMs only receive training on basic crisis management
and are left to learn and overcome as situations arise. However, these leaders could
benefit from multiple training sessions simulating a multitude of crisis scenarios to better
prepare them for future crises.
Concluding Remarks and Reflections
The world has changed drastically since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in
March of 2020. Leadership skills were put to the test instantly as this virus consumed the
military. As a CMDCM during this crisis, I was personally impacted, and this study hit
home because of my previous and ongoing experiences with the pandemic. I understood
the feeling of being isolated, disconnected, and frightened. I have been in a leadership
position for over 25 years, and I am just now realizing the impact I have and how I
contribute to this naval organization. This crisis has shown how I positively impacted the
lives of those I lead by how I interacted with and supported them through this journey.
The foundations of this study have anchored my resolve and built upon Boin et al.’s
(2017) Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership framework, which I believe
could assist the Navy’s senior leaders during all crises. The mere idea of using open and
honest communication, planning team meetings, being flexible, taking responsibility, and
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leading by example is influential in improving organizational outcomes not only during a
crisis but also during day-to-day operations.
This study was personal for me and was exactly what I needed to understand what
others were going through and how they felt during this crisis. Since the onslaught of
COVID-19, I have been in the middle of the storm. In March 2020, I was the regional
CMDCM in Guam when the USS Theodore Roosevelt was sidelined in Guam. That ship
had over 5,000 sailors on board, and the small island was turned upside down trying to
support them with the virus spreading on board like a wildfire. During that time, I
learned about all the stakeholders we had, on and off the installation, who had something
valuable to offer to the COVID efforts. The Navy Exchange, the United Services
Organization, the Guam Hotel Commission, and the Naval Medical Center gave us
everything they had to offer. I never would have thought these organizations could or
had the capacity to provide the services they did. If these organizations had not been
there in this time of need, those sailors would have had a much harder time than they did.
During this time, I saw firsthand how communication, team engagement, and leading by
example lead to mission accomplishment.
I have been in a senior leadership position for over 22 years and a CMDCM for 8
of those years. I cherish those in my leadership realm and respect the leader–subordinate
relationships developed during these challenging times in the Navy. I continue to do the
best for the CMDCMs whom I work with and the thousands of sailors attached to all their
installations. Additionally, leadership is not about looking in a narrow line to take care of
those you directly lead; it is about using a wide-angle lens to care for the masses. We as
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leaders all learned to do everything virtually in a short amount of time and showed how
perseverance and determination could move mountains.
Embarking on this dissertation journey provided a powerful lens for me to
understand that there is no cookie-cutter way to lead during a crisis, especially in a
pandemic such as COVID-19. There were impossible demands from the public, the
sailors, and the sailors’ families that leadership has been inundated with providing all the
services people need to make it through this pandemic. The work that has been done by
all leaders, especially the CMDCMs, has been challenging and complex, but these
exemplary leaders never gave up. They put themselves in positions to encounter
COVID-positive sailors to help them in any way they could. Moreover, as leaders, we
sometimes carry our own biases, learned experiences, or privileges that form who we are
and how we serve others. However, during this pandemic, the CMDCMs began leading
from the heart and intimately caring more about those they lead. If this pandemic did
anything, it created a culture of inclusiveness, caring, and teamwork that will last a
lifetime.
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APPENDIX C
Invitation to Participate
October_____, 2021
Dear Exemplary U.S. Navy Command Master Chiefs,
I am a doctoral candidate in the University of Massachusetts Global’s Doctor of Education
in Organizational Leadership program. I am part of a thematic dissertation team conducting
research to identify and describe strategies exemplary U.S. Navy Command Master Chiefs
used to lead during the COVID 19 pandemic of 2020. This letter serves as an invitation for
you to participate in a research study.
Purpose: It is the purpose of this qualitative multiple case study to identify and describe
strategies exemplary U.S. Navy Command Master Chiefs used to lead during a crisis using
Boin’s Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership.

Procedures: If you choose to participate in this study, you will be invited to participate in a
60-minute, one-on-one interview conducted on Zoom. I will ask a series of questions designed
to allow you to share your experience as a U.S. Navy Command Master Chief. The interview
questions will assess specific strategies used to lead during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020.
The interview will be recorded for transcription purposes.
Risk, Inconveniences, and discomforts: There are no major risks to your participation in
this research study. The interview will be at a time and place that is convenient for you.
Potential Benefits: There are no major benefits to you for participating; however, a potential
benefit may be that you will have an opportunity to add to the research regarding exemplary
leaders' practices, policies, and experiences during a crisis. The information in the study is
intended to inform researchers and leaders about what exemplary U.S. Navy Command
Master Chiefs like you do to cultivate knowledge, experiences, and strategies to lead
during a crisis.
Anonymity: If you agree to participate in the interview, you can be assured that it will be
completely confidential. No names will be attached to any notes or records from the
interview. All information will remain in locked files, accessible only to the researchers. No
Commanding Officers will have access to the interview information. You will be free to stop
the interview and withdraw from the study at any time. You are also encouraged to ask any
questions that will help you understand how this study will be performed and/or how it will
affect you. Feel free to contact the principal investigator, Valissa Tisdale at
vtisdale@mail.umassglobal.edu or by phone at (662) 436-1180 to answer any questions
you may have. If you have any questions, comments, or concerns about the study or your
rights as a participant, you may write or call the Office of the Vice Chancellor of Academic
Affairs, University of Massachusetts Global, at 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine
CA 92618, 949-341-7641.

Sincerely,
Valissa Tisdale
Doctoral Candidate, Ed.D.
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APPENDIX D
Research Participant’s Bill of Rights

UMASS GLOBAL UNIVERSITY INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD Research
Participant’s Bill of Rights
Any person who is requested to consent to participate as a subject in an experiment, or who is
requested to consent on behalf of another, has the following rights:
1. To be told what the study is attempting to discover.
2. To be told what will happen in the study and whether any of the procedures, drugs or devices are
different from what would be used in standard practice.
3. To be told about the risks, side effects or discomforts of the things that may happen to him/her.
4. To be told if he/she can expect any benefit from participating and, if so, what the benefits might be.
5. To be told what other choices he/she has and how they may be better or worse than being in the
study.
6. To be allowed to ask any questions concerning the study both before agreeing to be involved and
during the course of the study.
7. To be told what sort of medical treatment is available if any complications arise.
8. To refuse to participate at all before or after the study is started without any adverse effects.
9. To receive a copy of the signed and dated consent form.
10. To be free of pressures when considering whether he/she wishes to agree to be in the study.
If at any time you have questions regarding a research study, you should ask the researchers to answer
them. You also may contact the UMASS GLOBAL Institutional Review Board, which is concerned
with the protection of volunteers in research projects. The UMass Global Institutional Review Board
may be contacted either by telephoning the Office of Academic Affairs at (949) 341-9937 or by
writing to the Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, UMASS GLOBAL, 16355 Laguna Canyon Road,
Irvine, CA, 92618.
UMass Global IRB

Adopted
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APPENDIX E
Informed Consent
INFORMED CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH
INFORMATION ABOUT: Exemplary U.S. Navy Command Master Chiefs Leading
with Transformational Strategies During the COVID-19 Global Health Crisis of 2020
RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Valissa Tisdale, Ed.D. Candidate
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY: You are being asked to participate in a research study
conducted by Valissa Tisdale, a doctoral candidate from the School of Education at
University of Massachusetts Global. I am part of a research team studying U.S. Navy
Command Master Chiefs leading during the COVID-19 pandemic using Arjen Boin’s
Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership. This interview is to specifically
investigate what exemplary Command Master Chiefs like you do to cultivate to lead,
motivate, and share the strategic experiences you have used during crises.
The interview (s) will last approximately 60 minutes and will be conducted in a oneon-one interview setting.
I understand that:
a. There are minimal risks associated with participating in this research. I understand
that the Investigator will protect my confidentiality by keeping codes and research
material in a locked file drawer that is available to the researcher.
b. I understand that the interview will be audio and visually recorded. The recording
will be available only to the researcher. The audio recordings will be used to capture the
interview dialogue as a text document and to ensure the accuracy of the information
collected during the interview. All information will be identifier-redacted, and my
confidentiality will be maintained. Upon completion of the study, all recordings will be
destroyed. All other data and consents will be securely stored for three years after
completion of data collection and confidentially shredded or fully deleted.
c. The possible benefit of this study to me is that my input may help add to the research
regarding exemplary leaders' practices, policies, and experiences during a crisis. The
findings will be available to me at the conclusion of the study and will provide new
insights about this study in which I participated. I understand that I will not be
compensated for my participation.
d. If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact
Valissa Tisdale, University of Massachusetts Global Doctoral Candidate at
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vtisdale@mail.umassglobal.edu or by phone at 662-436-1180 or contact Dr. Cindy
Petersen (Chair Advisor) at xxx@xxx.xxx.
e. My participation in this research study is voluntary. I may decide to not participate in
the study, and I can withdraw at any time. I can also decide not to answer particular
questions during the interview if I so choose. I understand that I may refuse to participate
or may withdraw from this study at any time without any negative consequences. Also,
the Investigator may stop the study at any time.
I also understand that no information that identifies me will be released without my
separate consent and that all identifiable information will be protected to the limits
allowed by law. If the study design or the use of the data is to be changed, I will be
informed, and my consent re-obtained. I understand that if I have any questions,
comments, or concerns about the study or the informed consent process, I may write or
call the Office of the Vice Chancellor Academic Affairs, University of Massachusetts
Global, 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618 Telephone (949) 341-7641.
I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this form and the “Research Participant’s
Bill of Rights.” I have read the above and understand it and hereby voluntarily consent to
the procedure(s) set forth.

_____________________________________
Signature of Participant

_______________________________
Date

______________________________________
Signature of Principal Investigator

______________________________
Date
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APPENDIX F
Crisis Leadership Interview Protocol

Background Questions:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Would you please state your name, title, and organization for the record?
Gender?
Age? 30-40 41-50 51-60, 61 and older
How long have you been in this position?

Sense-making is the process by which leaders give meaning to their collective experiences
and develop plausible images to comprehend, understand, explain and predict during a
crisis. It is a way of processing, communicating and problem solving leading to actions
that make sense and give meaning. (Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005).
5. How did you go about collecting and processing information during the COVID 19
crisis?
6. How did you process and communicate information that led to actions that made
sense and gave meaning to events?
7. How did you communicate the plan to your organization in a manner they could
understand and helped reduce stress, fear, and anxiety?
Decision Making and Coordination
Decision Making and Coordination in crisis is the process of making well-informed
decisions that delineate a clear course of action, through analysis, planning,
communication, collaboration, and cooperation between partners and the expected value
to mitigate the crisis response (Boin et al., 2017, Crowe, 2013, FEMA, 2012, T. Johnson,
2018).
8. How did you make well-informed decisions that provided a clear course of action
during the pandemic?
9. How did you analyze, plan and communicate with your stakeholders?
10. How did you coordinate and collaborate with partners during the COVID 19
pandemic?
Meaning Making
Meaning Making is the communication of an authoritative account of a crisis situation to
those directly affected and the population as a whole, factually presenting a narrative that
shows empathy and instills confidence in framing of the crisis and response measures to
establish legitimacy and provide a sense of direction and hope to reduce fear and anxiety
(Barnard, 1940; Arjen Boin, Hart, Stern, & Sundelius, 2017; A. Boin & McConnell,
2007; Arjen Boin & Renaud, 2013; Helsloot & Groenendaal, 2017).
11. How did you determine what information needed to be communicated to people in
your organization that presented a factual narrative of the crisis?
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12. How did you show empathy and care for your people in your organization that stilled
hope?
13. How did you provide a sense of direction and hope to reduce fear and anxiety in
your organization?
Accounting
Accounting is the willingness to “personally” take ownership for understanding and
accepting the task, taking actions to achieve agreed-upon results and answering the
results obtained, regardless of the outcome during an unexpected event that has high
levels of uncertainty and threat (Boin, 2019, Brändström, A. 2016, McGrath, & Whitty,
2015, & Sharpe, & Balderson, 2005).
14. How did you take personal responsibility for understanding and accepting leadership
during the COVID-19 pandemic?
15. How did you take personal responsibility for the actions and agreed upon results
regardless of the outcome?
16. How did you feel about being accountable for the results of your actions in an event
that was uncertain and had a high degree of threat to the personal health and safety
of employees?
Learning
Learning is determining the causes of the crisis, assessing the strength and weakness of
the responses, and taking actions based on new understanding. Crisis learning is
recalibrating existing beliefs, policies, and organizational structure supporting the success
of the organization (Argyris and Schon 1978, Boin et al., 2017, Barnett & Pratt, 2000,
House, 1999).
17. How did you evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of your response to the COVID19?
18. How did the COVID-19 pandemic help you learn more about yourself as a leader?
19. How has your experience from the COVID 19 crisis prepared you for future crises?
20. How did you develop trust and care for people as the crisis threatened the
organizational norms and values?
21. How did you make decisions that focused on the safety, security and health of the
people in your organization?
22. How did you demonstrate honesty and courage during the COVID 19 pandemic?
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APPENDIX G
Observer Interview Feedback Reflection Questions
Conducting interviews is a learned skill set/experience. Gaining valuable insight about
your interview skills and affect with the interview will support your data gathering when
interviewing the actual participants. As the researcher you should reflect on the questions
below after completing the interview. You should also discuss the following reflection
questions with your ‘observer’ after completing the interview field test. The questions are
written from your prospective as the interviewer. However, you can verbalize your
thoughts with the observer, and they can add valuable insight from their observation.
1. How long did the interview take? _____ Did the time seem to be appropriate?
2. How did you feel during the interview? Comfortable? Nervous?
3. Going into it, did you feel prepared to conduct the interview? Is there something
you could have done to be better prepared?
4. What parts of the interview went the most smoothly and why do you think that
was the case?
5. What parts of the interview seemed to struggle and why do you think that was the
case?
6. If you were to change any part of the interview, what would that part be and how
would you change it?
7. What suggestions do you have for improving the overall process?

211

APPENDIX H
Participant Field-Test Feedback Questions
While conducting the interview you should take notes of their clarification request or
comments about not being clear about the question. After you complete the interview ask
your field test interviewee the following clarifying questions. Try not to make it
another interview; just have a friendly conversation. Either script or record their
feedback so you can compare with the other two members of your team to develop your
feedback report on how to improve the interview questions.
1. How did you feel about the interview? Do you think you had ample opportunities
to describe what you do as a leader when working with your team or staff?
2. Did you feel the amount of time for the interview was ok?
3. Were the questions by and large clear or were there places where you were
uncertain what was being asked?
4. Can you recall any words or terms being asked about during the interview that
were confusing?
5. And finally, did I appear comfortable during the interview... (I’m pretty new at
this)?
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APPENDIX I
Researcher Interview Feedback Reflection Questions
Conducting interviews is a learned skill set/experience. Gaining valuable insight about
your interview skills and affect with the interview will support your data gathering when
interviewing the actual participants. As the researcher you should reflect on the questions
below after completing the interview. You should also discuss the following reflection
questions with your ‘observer’ after completing the interview field test. The questions are
written from your prospective as the interviewer. However, you can verbalize your
thoughts with the observer, and they can add valuable insight from their observation.
1. How long did the interview take? _____ Did the time seem to be appropriate?
2. How did you feel during the interview? Comfortable? Nervous?
3. Going into it, did you feel prepared to conduct the interview? Is there something
you could have done to be better prepared?
4. What parts of the interview went the most smoothly and why do you think that
was the case?
5. What parts of the interview seemed to struggle and why do you think that was the
case?
6. If you were to change any part of the interview, what would that part be and how
would you change it?
7. What suggestions do you have for improving the overall process?
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APPENDIX J
National Institute of Health
Protecting Human research Participants Certificate of Completion
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